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Teachers’ Literacy Beliefs and Their Students’ Conceptions About 
 
Reading and Writing 
 
Mildred Falcón-Huertas 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This investigation examined first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs and 
practices and its relationship with their students’ conceptions about reading and 
writing.  For the first part of the study a sample of 76 first-grade teachers, from 
two school districts in Puerto Rico, completed the Literacy Orientation Survey 
(LOS).  The combined score of the LOS was calculated and used to categorize 
teachers according to their literacy beliefs and practices as constructivist, 
eclectic, or traditional.  After matching by years of experience and educational 
level, a stratified random sample of six teachers, two from each literacy viewpoint 
(traditional, eclectic, and constructivist), and 48 first-grade students was selected 
to participate in the second part of the study.  A simple random sample of eight 
students (four low-achieving readers and four high-achieving readers) was 
selected from the classrooms of each of the six teachers, who represented the 
three differing literacy beliefs.  Individual interviews were conducted with the 
students, using Wing’s (1989) interview protocol, in order to assess their 
conceptions of reading and writing.  The results of this study regarding the nature 
of teachers’ literacy beliefs indicated that most teachers appear to hold traditional 
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literacy beliefs and practices, whereas a very small number of the participant 
teachers seem to hold literacy beliefs and practices categorized as constructivist.  
A statistical significant association was found between teachers’ literacy 
viewpoint and students’ conceptions about reading and writing.  First-grade 
students whose teachers held a constructivist literacy viewpoint seemed to have 
more holistic conceptions of literacy, whereas students whose teachers held a 
traditional or an eclectic literacy viewpoint seemed to have more skills or test-
based conceptions of reading and writing.  Results indicate that first-grade 
students’ ideas regarding the purposes and nature of reading and writing appear 
to be compatible with their teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices.  No significant 
relationship was found between students’ conceptions of reading and writing and 
their reading ability.  Implications for literacy teaching, learning, and further 
research are discussed. 
  1
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 1 
 
Introduction 
Background of the Study 
The prominence of literacy achievement is evident within today’s 
educational discourse.  The passage of the No Child Left Behind legislation in 
2002 has contributed to an enhanced public awareness of the importance of 
literacy instruction (Young & Draper, 2006).  A major report of the National 
Research Council (1998) regarding the prevention of reading difficulties in young 
children highlights the value of teachers and teaching in promoting literacy 
achievement.   Snow, Burns, and Griffin (1998) characterize teaching as “the 
single best weapon against reading failure” (p. 343).  Consequently, recent 
literature has focused on the impact of effective literacy teachers (Allington, 
2002; Taylor, Peterson, Pearson, & Rodriguez, 2002; Wray, Medwell, Poulson, & 
Fox, 2002) on literacy learning.     
In a recent study, Taylor, Peterson, Pearson, and Rodriguez (2002) 
analyzed the relationship between teachers’ practices and students’ growth in 
reading achievement.  They identified particular teaching practices that seem to 
be related to students’ improvement in reading.  These practices include:  
promoting students’ active involvement in literacy activities, higher level
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questioning, and adopting a student-support stance (as opposed to a teacher-
directed stance), among others.  According to the researchers, their findings 
suggest that how teachers teach is as important as what they teach, “when 
seeking to make changes in reading instruction” (p. 278).  
Some scholars and researchers are focusing on the teaching practices of 
outstanding or exemplary literacy teachers and their relationship to students’ 
achievement (Pressley, 2001; Poulson, Avramidis, Fox, Medwell, & Wray, 2001; 
Taylor et al., 2002).  These studies are based on the underlying premise of the 
influential role of teachers’ practices and behavior toward reading and writing on 
students’ literacy learning.  Reflecting on his experiences after many years of 
studying outstanding elementary classroom teachers, Allington (2002) asserts 
that “effective teachers matter much more than particular curriculum materials, 
pedagogical approaches, or ‘proven programs’” (p. 740).   
Wray, Medwell, Poulson, and Fox (2002) examined the characteristics of a 
group of 228 primary teachers identified as effective teachers of literacy by 
school supervisors.  The researchers also identified a validation sample of 
primary teachers not identified as “effective.”  The findings of the study indicate 
that almost all effective teachers of literacy showed a tendency to “believe that it 
is important to make it explicit that the purpose of teaching literacy is to enable 
their pupils to create meaning using text” (p. 9).  Also, these teachers centered 
their teaching of reading and writing around shared texts, emphasized to their 
students the functionality of what they were learning, possessed vast knowledge 
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about literacy and sound and had consistent philosophies about literacy teaching 
(Wray et al., 2002). 
There is no doubt that teaching plays a crucial role in literacy learning.  
However, teaching involves various complex processes.  In fact, a growing 
perception of teaching as a “professional activity” corresponds to the recognition 
of the cognitive nature of these processes (Hativa & Goodyear, 2002).  Hativa 
and Goodyear (2002) point out that research has shifted from teachers’ 
observable classroom behaviors to more implicit and internal aspects of 
teaching.  More recently, according to Fang (1996), and as a consequence of the 
influence of the cognitive psychology field, researchers have become particularly 
interested in teachers’ thinking.    
Yero (2002) emphasizes how influential teachers’ thinking is on shaping 
the nature and course of education.  According to her, teachers’ thinking about 
the definition of education, the nature of knowledge and learning, among other 
aspects, has an impact on what and how teachers teach.  Fang (1996) concurs 
with the idea regarding the influential role of teachers’ metaphors and definitions 
of teaching.    He concludes that “teachers’ thinking about their roles and the 
beliefs and values they hold help shape their pedagogy” (p. 53).    
          The assumption that “teacher behavior is substantially influenced and even 
determined by teachers’ thought processes” (Clark & Peterson, 1986, p. 255) 
highlights the importance of studying this domain.   According to Clark and 
Peterson (1986) a better comprehension of the relationship between teachers’ 
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thoughts and actions should provide a better understanding of how these 
components interact to facilitate or inhibit children’s academic performance.   
          Interest in teachers’ thought processes and the relationship with their 
practices has led to an increasing attention on the beliefs of teachers.  According 
to Clark and Peterson (1986) teachers’ beliefs constitute a major category of 
teachers’ thought processes.   Muijs and Reynolds (2001) notice that based on 
the assumption that teachers’ beliefs are more important to teaching quality than 
immediately observable behavior, recent literature emphasizes the necessity to 
focus on teachers’ own beliefs about teaching and the students they teach.  
Poulson, Avramidis, Fox, Medwell, and Wray (2001) agree and claim that 
teachers’ beliefs represent an important feature of quality teaching that deserves 
consideration in any attempt to improve education. 
          According to Hativa and Goodyear (2002), research has pointed toward a 
strong, though not necessarily simple, link between teachers’ beliefs and 
knowledge and their classroom practices and student achievement.  Thompson 
(1992) concurs, indicating that the relationship between beliefs and practices is 
not a simple one, because it entails a dynamic reciprocal connection.  On the 
other hand, Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) described this relationship as a causal 
chain that proceeds from beliefs to attitudes to intentions and finally to behaviors.  
It appears that the exact nature of the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and 
practices is still unclear and not always consistent. As Wray et al. (2002) indicate, 
stronger evidence is necessary regarding the ways beliefs link to practices. 
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          The relationship between teachers’ beliefs and practices has been 
discussed in the context of literacy instruction.  According to Fang (1996) some 
studies indicate that teachers possess theoretical beliefs toward reading and 
writing and that these beliefs tend to shape the nature of their instructional 
practices.  Burgess, Lundgreen, Lloyd, and Pianta (1999) conducted a study 
about preschool teachers’ self-reported beliefs and practices toward literacy 
instruction.  Their findings suggest that teachers’ beliefs are internally consistent 
with their practices.  In their study, Wray et al. (2002) hypothesized that effective 
teachers of literacy would have a coherent set of beliefs regarding the nature and 
learning of reading and writing.   The research findings supported their 
hypothesis.  Furthermore, according to them, effective literacy teachers were 
more coherent in their beliefs about reading and writing and tended to favor 
activities that corresponded to these beliefs.   
          The study of teachers’ beliefs represents a provocative and interesting 
topic, considering the value of teachers and teaching in promoting literacy 
achievement, the impact of teachers’ thinking on their pedagogy, and the 
relationship between teachers’ literacy beliefs and their practices.  Moreover, it is 
important to recognize that if, in effect, teachers’ literacy beliefs are related to 
their practices, directly or indirectly, students are involved.  In fact, teachers’ 
beliefs have been linked to students’ perceptions, conceptions, understandings, 
and performance regarding reading and writing, among other aspects (Fang, 
1996; Harste & Burke, 1977; Reutzel & Sabey; 1996; Wing, 1989).  Thus, 
studying the impact of such beliefs on students’ literacy learning constitutes a 
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logical and significant endeavor. This study will address, in particular, the 
relationship between teachers’ literacy beliefs and students’ conceptions about 
reading and writing.   
Teachers’ Literacy Beliefs and Children’s Conceptions of Reading and Writing:   
A Rationale 
It appears that teachers’ beliefs can affect teaching and learning in 
different ways (Fang, 1996; Hativa & Goodyear, 2002; Yero, 2002).  According to 
Fang (1996) some studies indicate that teachers possess theoretical beliefs 
toward reading and writing and that these beliefs tend to shape the nature of their 
instructional practices.  Gove (1983) states that teachers hold implicit theories 
about learning to read and often they behave in ways that validate and 
correspond to these beliefs. 
Harste and Burke (1977) suggest that teachers, whether they recognize it 
or not, are theoretical in their instructional approach to literacy.  Teachers’ 
theoretical orientation encompasses the particular assumptions, knowledge and 
beliefs held about teaching and learning (Graham, Harris, MacArthur, & Fink, 
2002; Harste & Burke, 1977).  According to Graham, Harris, MacArthur, and Fink 
(2002), the knowledge of teachers’ theoretical orientations is significant in 
understanding the teaching process. 
Teachers’ literacy beliefs have been categorized by their theoretical 
orientation.   These categories include different reading models (Duffy & 
Metheny, 1979); reading approaches such as phonics, skills or whole language 
(DeFord, 1985); and various theoretical points of view such as constructivist, 
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traditional or eclectic (Lenski, Wham, & Griffey, 1998).  As Fang (1996) indicates, 
a substantial number of studies supports the notion that in effect teachers do 
possess theoretical beliefs related to literacy and that such beliefs tend to shape 
the nature of their educational practices.   
          Lenski, Wham, and Griffey (1998) delineated the roles and methods that 
characterize literacy instruction from a traditional, eclectic, and constructivist 
point of view.  According to them, traditional teachers tend to use traditional 
reading methods, basal readers, skill-based approaches, and to rely mostly on 
direct instruction, whereas constructivist teachers draw on holistic approaches, 
whole texts, and integrated instruction.  On the other hand, eclectic teachers tend 
to use some traditional and some constructivist reading methods, combining 
these two viewpoints regarding student learning.  
Harste and Burke (1977) suggest a connection between teachers’ beliefs 
about reading and their students’ perspectives about this process.  In fact, a few 
more recent studies have explored this connection (Fang, 1996; Reutzel & 
Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989).  These studies have relied on qualitative research 
and small sample sizes.  However, their results point toward a relationship 
between teachers’ literacy beliefs and children’s conceptions of reading and 
writing.   
Children’s conceptions of reading and writing comprise their definition of 
what literacy is, its nature, its purpose, and an understanding of the relationship 
between the reader and the text, among other aspects (Meloth, Book, Putnam, & 
Sivan, 1989; Moller, 1999; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989).  According to  
  8
Moller (1999) researchers and scholars (Allen, Michalove, & Shockley, 1993; 
Cairney & Langbein, 1989; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996) have found that children’s 
views, conceptions, and ideas about reading and writing seem to change across 
time and experience, frequently depending on their classroom and school 
environment and on the ideologies driving a particular teacher’s instruction.  In 
fact, some studies have suggested that in a certain way students’ conceptions of 
reading and writing are a reflection of their teachers’ literacy beliefs (Fang, 1996; 
Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989). 
          Wing (1989) conducted a study with young children, examining the 
relationship between two programs’ literacy orientation and their children’s 
conceptions of reading and writing.  Wing interviewed the directors, regarding 
their program’s orientation toward reading and writing instruction, and ten 
children from each program: a Montessori school (with an emphasis on specific 
skills and text-based orientation) and a “constructivist” school (with an emphasis 
on exploration, experimentation, and manipulation of books, print, and writing 
materials).  Three major themes emerged from children’s responses to the 
interviews in relation to their literacy conceptions:  the influence of children’s 
home experiences, skills-test-based orientation, and holistic/reader-based 
orientation.  Interestingly, the majority of responses from the children in the 
program with a constructivist orientation were more likely to view reading from a 
holistic point of view.  On the other hand, children in the skills-oriented program 
were more likely to view reading from a skills-based viewpoint.  
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The nature and qualities of the activities and interactions about literacy 
seem to contribute to the children’s construction of what literacy is and what it 
implies:  a whole or pieces; something meaningful or irrelevant; functional or 
artificial; engaging or boring (Michel, 1994; Moller, 1999).  According to Dahl and 
Freppon (1995) different learning contexts influence learner perceptions and 
conceptions about literacy.  These perceptions consequently influence children’s 
ideas about literacy (Moller, 1999).  In light of the previous ideas, various 
researchers have emphasized that it is important to acknowledge children’s 
conceptions about literacy and reflect about how the classroom context 
contributes to them (Dahl & Freppon, 1995; Michel, 1994; Moller, 1999; Turner & 
Meyer, 2000).   
 Nevertheless, both the literature and the research in this area are still 
sparse.  Therefore, the connection between teachers’ beliefs and students’ 
literacy conceptions has yet to be systematically investigated (Reutzel & Sabey, 
1996; Wing, 1989).  
The Purpose of the Study 
          This study had two main purposes.  The first purpose was to describe and 
examine first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs. Clark and Peterson (1986) point out 
that a better comprehension of the relationship between teachers’ thoughts and 
actions should provide a better understanding of how these components interact 
to facilitate or inhibit students’ performance. 
         The second purpose was to investigate the relationship between teachers’ 
literacy beliefs and children’s conceptions about reading and writing.  
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It appears that teachers’ beliefs and instructional practices influence children’s 
conceptions of literacy (Fang, 1996; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989). 
Significance of the Study 
          This study contributes to our understanding of teachers’ literacy beliefs. As 
Pajares (1992) points out, attention to teachers’ beliefs can inform educational 
practice.  Researchers, therefore, must assess teachers’ beliefs in order to obtain 
a better comprehension of the learning experience (Olson & Singer, 1994).    
          This study also enhances our understanding of the relationship between 
teachers’ literacy beliefs and students’ conceptions about reading and writing.   
Wing (1989) discusses the importance of studying this relationship; according to 
her, children’s orientation toward reading and writing may influence how they 
view and approach these processes.  Moreover, she claims that children whose 
conceptions of reading and writing are congruent with the orientations of the 
instructional experiences may be more likely to achieve the expected outcomes.   
          Furthermore, since this study includes statistical analysis of quantitative 
data, it provides additional evidence to validate the results of previous qualitative 
studies. As Hutchinson (as cited in Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003) indicates, case study 
research can be used as the basis for quantitative research studies, which are 
more suitable for testing the generalizability of research findings.  Besides, the 
fact that research in this area is scarce highlights the relevance and necessity for 
this study.   
Since most of the studies regarding teachers’ beliefs and children’s 
literacy conceptions have been conducted in the United States, the fact that the 
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this study was conducted in Puerto Rico has certainly contributed to the 
generalizability of previous research findings. Moreover, this study was the first 
attempt to explore the beliefs about reading and writing of Puerto Rican teachers.   
Finally, since first-grade represents for most children their first formal 
encounter with reading and writing, the results of this study have important 
implications for this educational level and for the fields of literacy and early 
childhood.   
Research Questions 
 The research questions addressed by this study are as follows: 
1. What are the literacy beliefs of first-grade teachers? 
2. To what extent are first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs aligned with their 
practices? 
3. Are there demographic differences among teachers whose literacy beliefs 
correspond to a constructivist, an eclectic, or a traditional viewpoint? 
4. To what extent are teachers’ literacy beliefs related to children’s 
conceptions about reading and writing?   
          The first three questions were concerned with the description of first-grade 
teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices.  The answers to these questions provide 
information about what teachers believe about literacy learning and what they do 
in their classrooms.  Moreover, they show how closely teachers’ literacy beliefs 
align with their practices, providing a sense of whether they tend to be traditional, 
eclectic, or constructivist teachers (Lenski et al., 1998). 
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          The last question focused on the relationship between teachers’ literacy 
beliefs and children’s conceptions about reading and writing.  Statistical analysis 
was conducted in order to determine differences in conceptions about reading 
and writing among children whose teachers hold differing literacy beliefs. 
Definition of Terms 
There are some terms that are used frequently in the context of this study.  
The following constitute operational definitions for these terms.  
o Teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices: These terms were defined by 
the scores obtained in the Literacy Orientation Survey (Lenski et al., 
1998).  Based on the scores obtained in the Survey, teachers’ literacy 
beliefs and practices were categorized as constructivist, eclectic or 
traditional. 
o Children’s conceptions about reading and writing:  These terms were  
defined by children’s responses to Wing’s (1989) Interview about 
conceptions of reading and writing. 
o Traditional teacher:  This term was defined by the following 
characteristics delineated by Lenski et al. (1998):  uses traditional 
reading methods as basal reading instruction, teaches using primarily 
direct instruction, and views students as “vessels to be filled.” 
o Eclectic teacher:  This term was defined by the following 
characteristics delineated by Lenski et al. (1998):  uses some 
traditional and some constructivist reading methods, frequently 
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“basalizes” literature selections, combines traditional and constructivist 
views about student learning, and unsure about how students learn. 
o Constructivist teacher:  This term was defined by the following 
characteristics delineated by Lenski et al. (1998):  uses whole text and 
integrated instruction, teaches using primarily an inquiry approach, and 
views students as using prior knowledge to construct meaning to learn. 
Limitations of the Study 
This study used a non-experimental design.  Since this design looks at 
natural variations, there are many important variables that cannot be controlled.  
This constitutes a limitation and a threat to the internal validity of the study.   As a 
consequence, inferences about causality on the basis of the collected data result 
are tentative (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003).  In addition, this study was conducted in 
the context of a particular educational level.  Therefore, the generalizability of 
findings and inferences from this study are limited to this level.   
Moreover, this study used categorizations delineated by previous 
research.  Teachers’ beliefs were categorized according to the definitions of a 
traditional, eclectic, and constructivist teacher delineated by Lenski et al. (1998).  
Similarly, children’s conceptions about reading and writing were coded and 
classified using the categories previously identified by Wing (1989).  Thus, the 
results are limited to these particular categories and their definitions.   
Chapter Summary 
This chapter has introduced the topic of teachers’ literacy beliefs and its 
relationship with the students’ conceptions of reading and writing.  As previous 
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research has demonstrated (Fang, 1996; DeFord, 1985; Harste &  Burke, 1977; 
Lenski et al., 1998), teachers possess particular beliefs regarding reading and 
writing instruction and these beliefs seem to influence their instruction.  
Moreover, some researchers have suggested a connection between teachers’ 
literacy beliefs and the way their students’ conceptualize reading and writing 
(Fang, 1996; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989).  This connection is 
fundamental to the present study since it described and examined teachers’ 
literacy beliefs and its relationship with students’ conceptions about reading and 
writing. 
The chapter discussed the purpose, research questions, and significance 
of the study.   Finally, it defined key terms that are used frequently in the context 
of this particular study, and examined the limitations of the proposed research.   
The second chapter will review and discuss literature related to the 
construct of teachers’ literacy beliefs and children’s conceptions about reading 
and writing.  The chapter will examine and analyze previous research on these 
topics and their methodological implications for the present study.  
The third chapter will explain how the present study was conducted.  It will 
include the research context, a description of the population and participants, the 
data collection procedures, the instruments, and a description of the procedures 
used by the investigator in order to analyze the data. 
Chapter 4 will present the results of the study.  These results will be 
discussed in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 2 
 
Review of Literature 
An important body of research has acknowledged the relevance of 
teachers’ beliefs and their impact on students’ performance (Fang, 1996; Hativa 
& Goodyear, 2002; Mujis & Reynolds, 2001; Murphy, Delli, & Edwards, 2004; 
Yero, 2002; Wray et al., 2002).  This chapter discusses the construct of teachers’ 
beliefs and reviews literature regarding this construct in the literacy field.  In 
addition, it discusses research on children’s conceptions about reading and 
writing and their connection with teachers’ literacy beliefs.   The chapter also 
addresses methodological issues and implications related with previous research 
on these topics and the present study. 
Literacy as a Social Construction 
 
Literacy is surrounded and shaped by the permeating values and the 
social context (Richardson, 1998).  Teachers and students have a significant role 
in the construction of literacy.  Teachers’ beliefs and values shape the classroom 
context and atmosphere (Yero, 2002).   Students construct and reconstruct 
particular conceptions of reading and writing within the classroom as a result of 
the exchanges, interactions, and implicit values and purposes of the literacy 
tasks (Michel, 1994; Moller, 1999; Nolen, 2001; Turner, 1995).  Thus, the 
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relationship between teachers’ literacy beliefs and students’ conceptions about 
reading and writing and their significance might be better understood within the 
perspective of literacy as a social construction where teachers and students 
define what literacy is and what it means to be literate. 
Literacy:  Teaching and Learning   
Literacy has been studied from the perspective of many disciplines, fields, 
and theories.  Traditional views of reading and writing interpret these processes 
as isolated events and as a matter of what goes on in the reader’s or writer’s 
mind (Gee, 1996).  However as Bloome (1986) indicates, these views were 
challenged by the work of diverse fields such as psychology, anthropology, and 
sociology, among others. These disciplines have contributed to the development 
of alternative conceptions of reading and writing that emphasize “the active role 
of the reader or writer in constructing meaning and the inherently social nature of 
reading and writing” (Bloome, 1986, p. 71).   
          Bean (2001) notices a growing interest in social constructionist dimensions 
of school literacy learning.  From this perspective, literacy is a social construction 
(Cook-Gumperz, 1986; Hruby, 2001) and the result of social negotiation (Bloome, 
1986, 2000; Hruby, 2001; Nolen, 2001; Turner, 1995).  According to Hruby 
(2001) the sense in which literacy is constructed includes how we define literacy 
and how we choose to teach it and assess it.   
          The work of Vygotsky (1978) has contributed also to the conceptualization 
of literacy as a social construction.  According to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, 
cognition is a profoundly social phenomenon.  From this perspective, social 
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experience shapes the ways of thinking and interpreting the world available to 
individuals (Berk & Winsler, 1995).  Moreover, for Vygotsky, all higher mental 
functions are created through collaborative activity; only later do they become 
internal mental processes (Wertsch, 1985).  Thus, literacy, as a high mental 
function, is originated in the social plane and situated in sociocultural contexts 
such as the family, the community, and the school.   
          The conception of literacy as a social construction relies on the primacy of 
social interaction (Palincsar, 1998; Richardson, 1998).  According to Bloome 
(2000), every occurrence of reading and writing implicates social relationships 
among people.  Social interaction between teachers and students appears to be 
fundamental in the social construction of reading and writing.   As Hayden and 
Fagan (1995) indicate, “literacy within the school is usually shaped around the 
social relationships between teacher and student” (p. 260).   According to Nolen 
(2001), “it is in the daily interaction of teachers and students that literacy is 
constructed in the classroom” (p. 96).  Through these interactions, teachers 
communicate what literacy is, its importance, and how it works, among other 
things (Nolen, 2001).  In the same way, from their conversations, interactions, 
and relationships with teachers, students derive information regarding the 
meaning, value, and functions of literacy (Au, 1990).    
          Research has shown that children discover and gain knowledge about 
written language through active engagement with their social and cultural worlds 
(Neuman & Roskos, 1997).  The importance of the sociocultural setting is one of 
the implications of Vygotsky’s theory and one of the interests of literacy research 
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from the social constructivist perspective.  From this perspective, “separating the 
individual from social influences is not regarded as possible” (Palincsar, 1998, p. 
53). 
Even though literacy learning cannot be merely equated with schooling 
(Richardson, 1998), it is a very influential force regarding literacy learning.  As 
Lincoln (1995) states, “schooling is one of the powerful shapers of both learning 
and acquiring a world-view” (p. 89).  Classrooms constitute an important part of 
children’s social and cultural worlds.  Turner (2000) notes how classroom 
contexts have become critical for understanding educational processes and 
outcomes.  The classroom context includes the beliefs, goals, values, 
perceptions, and behaviors that contribute to the participants’ understanding of 
the classroom (Turner, 1995), and consequently to their construction of literacy.  
          Bloome (1986) described the relationship between classrooms and literacy 
as inseparable.  According to him, “in schools, students learn to use reading and 
writing in ways consistent with the classroom community” (p. 74).  Following the 
same line of thought, Hammerberg (2004) explains that the learning environment 
of a classroom represents “a sociocultural context that sets forth the possible 
realm of appropriate literacy acts” (p. 650).  Landis (1999) studied children’s 
stories about their reading education.  According to him, through these stories 
children reveal their perceptions of how reading should be done and that “there is 
a right way and a wrong way to participate in reading” (Landis, 1999, p. 211).   In 
other words, through their school experiences with literacy, children construct 
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their own notions and assumptions of what constitutes an “appropriate” literacy 
act.  
          Current research on classroom context and literacy, from a social 
constructivist perspective, has emphasized the influence of the classroom 
context on aspects such as children’s perceptions, beliefs, and conceptions 
about literacy (Michel, 1999; Nolen, 2001; Turner, 1995).  In separate studies, 
Michel (1994) and Moller (1999) observed that in many cases children’s 
definitions of reading are descriptions of their literacy tasks in the school context.   
Nolen (2001) conducted an ethnographic study to explore the developing 
concepts of reading and writing of kindergarten children and their relation to their 
teachers’ instructional goals, classroom norms, and task structure.  The 
researcher purposely selected four kindergarten teachers.  These teachers 
approached literacy instruction in very diverse ways.  The first teacher 
emphasized literature, related art projects, and reading aloud.  The second 
teacher stressed journal writing and reading aloud.  The third teacher focused on 
worksheet activities and art activities related to letters, whereas the fourth 
teacher put more emphasis on the connections between literacy or literature and 
life (Nolen, 2001).  The researcher collected data regarding the instructional 
literacy contexts and the students’ concepts of reading and writing through 
observations and interviews over the course of a year.  Results of the analysis 
revealed that students’ responses about their literacy concepts and motivation 
reflected their teachers’ most frequent reading and writing activities (Nolen, 
2001).  For instance, students from classrooms that emphasized activities such 
  20
as drawing to accompany words and letters, tended to talk of writing as drawing 
more frequently than students from classrooms that emphasized journal and 
story writing.  The researcher concluded that, “students’ notions of reading and 
writing seemed to be shaped by the most frequent literacy activities in each 
classroom” (Nolen, 2001, p.106).  Moreover, Nolen (2001) states that the amount 
of time spent in different activities communicates and demonstrates to children 
which kinds of literacy are most important for teachers.    
Even though important variables in the development of students’ literacy 
perspectives and concepts, such as students’ home experiences and 
socioeconomic status (Freppon, 1989), were not controlled in Nolen’s study, the 
findings are still relevant.  The results of this study illustrate a connection 
between literacy instruction and young children’s ideas about the nature and 
functions of literacy.  As Cook-Gumperz (1986) points out, “literacy learning takes 
place in a social environment through interactional exchanges in which what is to 
be learnt is to some extent a joint construction of teacher and student” (p. 8).   
Certainly, teaching and teachers play an important role in the construction 
of literacy.  Moreover, the nature of teaching and the teacher’s own construction 
of literacy appear to be critical in such exchanges.  Research has shown that 
teachers conceptualize literacy learning in different ways (DeFord, 1985; Duffy & 
Metheny, 1979; Gove, 1983; Harste & Burke, 1977; Lenski et al., 1998; Wray et 
al., 2002).  As Dadds (1999) notes, “literacy can mean very different things to 
different teachers –even those working in similar environments and with similar 
aims and approaches” (p.10).  Moreover, according to Landis (1999), “the 
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classroom teacher promotes certain definitions of readers and reading” (p. 214).  
These definitions are embedded in the instructional tasks and methods selected 
by teachers and in the nature and qualities of the activities and interactions 
around literacy in a particular classroom context (Moller, 1999; Nolen, 2001). 
These tasks, methods, and interactions seem to shape students’ construction of 
what it means to be literate. 
The conception of literacy as a social construction entails the collaboration 
and social exchanges of both students and teachers (Cook-Gumperz, 1986).  
However, whether we acknowledge it or not, teachers represent the more expert 
literate partners and the ultimate power source in the classroom context.  
Therefore, even though students are active participants in the construction of 
literacy, teachers have control over the way literacy is defined and over the 
events and tools that shape the construction of reading and writing in a particular 
classroom context.  As Cambourne (2002) asserts, teachers have executive 
power to create the roles, routines, and relationships that permeate their 
classroom settings.  The roles, routines, and relationships implemented by 
teachers set the tone for the negotiation of literacy between students and 
teachers.     
“Literacy is a socially constructed phenomenon” (Cook-Gumperz, 1986,  
p. 1).  From this perspective, every classroom represents a particular culture, 
which determines how literacy is defined and ultimately perceived by the 
members of that culture (Bloome, 1986).  This implies that literacy construction is 
never neutral.  In fact, “reading and writing take on meaning and social 
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importance through their uses within the classroom culture” (Nolen, 2001, p. 99).  
Students, in the classroom context, are not only learning to use literacy 
strategies, they are also defining themselves as literate beings (Landis, 1999).   
The Construct of Teachers’ Beliefs 
Research on teacher thinking and beliefs has increased in volume in the 
last two decades (Hativa & Goodyear, 2002).  Rimm-Kaufman and Sawyer 
(2004) point out that because of the current complexity and challenge that 
teachers face, the topic of teachers’ beliefs has become one of national 
relevance.  Furthermore, as Richardson (2003) noticed, “teacher education has 
become highly cognitive in focus” (p. 1). Consequently, the interest in beliefs, as 
a form of cognition, has increased also (Richardson, 2003).  Table 1 presents a 
timeline regarding significant events and research in the study of teachers’ 
beliefs. According to Yero (2002), “many studies have shown that the individual 
beliefs and values of teachers play a vital role in shaping the objectives, goals, 
curriculum and instructional methods of schools” (p. 1). 
Pajares (1992) reports an extensive review of literature related to the 
concept of beliefs, asserting that researchers have demonstrated beliefs 
influencing knowledge acquisition and interpretation, task definition and 
selection, interpretation of course content, and comprehension monitoring.  
Moreover, he concluded that the investigation of teachers’ beliefs is a necessary 
and valuable avenue of educational inquiry.   
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Table 1 
 
The Study of Teachers’ Beliefs: Timeline 
 
Period Implications for the study of teachers’ 
beliefs 
 
Prior to the mid-1970’s 
 
 
 
1975 
 
 
 
 
Mid-1980’s to early 1990’s 
 
 
 
 
 
1985 
 
 
 
 
1986 
 
 
 
 
1992 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mid 1990’s to 2000 
 
 
 
 
 
Research emphasis on external and 
observable aspects of teaching. 
 
Lortie published Schoolteacher: A 
Sociological Study, discussing the 
important role of private experiences in 
teachers’ perceptions, dispositions, and 
ideas about teaching. 
 
Dissemination of constructivist learning 
theories and the influence of cognitive 
psychology contributed to an increased 
interest in teachers’ thinking. 
 
Shulman refers to the absence of research 
on more implicit and internal aspects of 
teaching as “the missing paradigm”.  
  
Clark and Peterson, in a seminal article, 
emphasized the significant role of 
teachers’ thought processes in instruction, 
and categorized teachers’ beliefs as a 
major category of teachers’ thought 
processes.   
 
Pajares published a comprehensive and 
important review regarding the construct of 
teachers’ beliefs and educational research, 
stressing the critical role of beliefs in 
education and their potential to inform 
educational practice. 
 
Literature on teachers’ beliefs has 
increased substantially as a result of a 
renewed focus on quality teachers and 
teaching in an era of critical reflection, a 
highly cognitive focus to teacher education, 
and research-based practices.  
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Pajares (1992) reports an extensive review of literature related to the 
concept of beliefs, asserting that researchers have demonstrated beliefs 
influencing knowledge acquisition and interpretation, task definition and 
selection, interpretation of course content, and comprehension monitoring.  
Moreover, he concluded that the investigation of teachers’ beliefs is a necessary 
and valuable avenue of educational inquiry.   
          The construct of beliefs has been defined in different contexts and ways.   
Stone (1993) indicates that the term belief has been defined as “some form of 
internal representation of external reality” (p. 24).  According to Yero (2002), 
“beliefs are generalizations about things such as causality or the meaning of 
specific actions” (p. 21). From her perspective, the concept of beliefs comprises 
the judgments and evaluations that we make about ourselves, about others, and 
about the world surrounding us.    
Pajares (1992) draws attention to the fact that beliefs have been studied in 
diverse fields and have resulted in different meanings.  Richardson (2003), who 
has extensively studied the topic of teachers’ beliefs, indicates that despite 
various meanings, there is significant agreement pertaining to the definition of 
beliefs as “psychologically held understandings, premises or propositions about 
the world that are felt to be true” (p. 2).   
Research has provided converging evidence about the nature of beliefs.  
Beliefs appear to be created through a process of social construction and are 
embedded in experience (Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992, Richardson, 2003; Yero, 
2002).   As Yero (2002) explains, all the experiences in our life, especially during 
  25
childhood, contribute to the development of our beliefs.  Thus, a person may 
develop a generalization and, consequently, adopt a belief through the result of 
one particular experience (Yero, 2002).   
Various investigators suggest that beliefs are often implicit, and generally 
represent unconscious views about the world (Bruning, Schraw, & Ronning, 
1999; Yero, 2002).  They could drive people’s behavior automatically.  Moreover, 
beliefs could affect individual perception and attention focus (Yero, 2002).  As an 
example, Yero (2002) states that if a teacher believes a program he/she has 
been told to use is based on a solid foundation, and if it corresponds to his/her 
beliefs, he/she will notice ways in which the program works.  On the other hand, 
if the teacher believes the program does not work or is useless, he/she will notice 
evidence supporting that belief.   
An interesting dynamic concerning teachers’ beliefs about school, 
teaching, and learning stem from their own experiences as students.   As Yero 
(2002) explains, teachers “have formed impressions about themselves and their 
abilities, about the nature of knowledge, and about how knowledge is acquired or 
learned” (p. 22). Similarly, Richardson (2003) suggests that teacher candidates 
possess strong beliefs about teaching and schooling that are rooted in their 
previous experience with schooling and instruction.  After reviewing various 
studies regarding teacher beliefs Fang (1996) highlights several factors that 
seem to shape teachers’ beliefs:  the influence of discipline subculture, the 
quality of pre-service experience in the classroom, and the opportunity for 
reflection on the pre-service experience.  
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Yero (2002) delineated four particular aspects (related to education) 
embedded in teachers’ beliefs.  First, teachers’ beliefs include a personal 
definition of education that shapes and circumscribes what the teacher decides 
to do and not to do.  Second, each teacher has a set of beliefs about the nature 
of knowledge and how students acquire it.  Third, each teacher has a set of 
beliefs and assumptions about the nature of learning.  Fourth, each teacher has 
a set of values that determine the priorities in the classroom.  Thus, Yero 
suggests that the way in which teachers define and conceive education, the 
nature of knowledge as well as teaching and learning, is highly influenced by 
their beliefs. 
According to Hativa and Goodyear (2002), there is consistent research 
evidence, suggesting that teachers’ theories about teaching and learning strongly 
affect classroom behavior.  Medwell, Wray, Poulson and Fox (1998), claim that 
teachers’ belief systems influence their selection of approaches to teaching.  
Hativa and Goodyear also noticed that teachers frequently tend to adopt an 
approach to teaching, which is congruent with their conceptions of learning.  In 
fact, teachers’ practices and behaviors have been conceptualized as a result of 
teachers’ beliefs.   
Because beliefs are not observable behaviors, most research on teachers’ 
beliefs have relied on inferences about what these teachers say, intend, and do 
(Pajares, 1992).  Various researchers have addressed this issue, pointing out 
that even though teachers’ beliefs are often implicit they are frequently evidenced 
in the form of instructional decisions and behaviors (Rimm-Kaufman & Sawyer, 
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2004; Wray et al., 2002; Yero, 2002).  Other investigators (Clark & Peterson, 
1986; Richardson, 2003) concur and claim that beliefs guide teacher’s thoughts, 
actions, planning, and decision-making. 
          However, it is important to note that in some studies the relationship 
between beliefs and instructional practices varies or is inconsistent (Schraw & 
Olafson, 2002).  According to Fang (1996), some studies have suggested that 
because of the constraints of classroom life and social realities, many teachers’ 
instruction is not consistent with their beliefs.  
Teachers’ Beliefs about Literacy 
Researchers became more interested in studying the connection between 
teachers’ beliefs and literacy in the late 1970s and early 1980s (Muchmore, 
2001).  Such interest relied on the assumption that teachers’ beliefs guided 
teaching action (Richardson, 2003).  From this view, teachers’ beliefs about 
literacy are of critical importance in determining how teachers teach reading and 
writing.  Research has revealed that, in effect, teachers hold subject specific and 
identifiable beliefs concerning literacy (DeFord, 1985; Duffy & Metheny, 1979; 
Olson & Singer, 1994; Pajares, 1992; Wray et al., 2002).   
Harste and Burke (1977) hypothesized that teaching reading and  
learning to read are theoretically based.  In fact, they operationally defined the 
construct of teacher’s theoretical orientation as a “particular knowledge and belief 
system about reading which strongly influences critical decision making related to 
both the teaching and learning of reading” (p. 34).  Harste and Burke suggested 
that teachers’ theoretical orientation has an impact on particular decisions and 
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aspects regarding reading instruction, such as the goals of the program, what 
teachers perceive as appropriate reading behavior, the materials selected and 
employed for instruction, and the criteria used to determine progress in reading.  
The construct of teacher’s theoretical orientation certainly had a major influence 
on later research related to the study of teachers’ thought and beliefs 
(Braithwaite, 1999; DeFord, 1985; Duffy & Metheny, 1979; Feng & Etheridge; 
1993; Graham et al., 2001; Gove, 1982; Grisham, 2000). 
Research has demonstrated also that teachers conceptualize literacy in 
different ways (DeFord, 1985; Harste & Burke, 1977; Lensky et al., 1998; Wray et 
al., 2002).  If teachers’ beliefs are the result of their own experiences, 
observations, as well as their personal and professional knowledge (Grisham, 
2000; Richardson, 2003; Yero, 2002), such differences are plausible.  According 
to Dadds (1999), even teachers with similar aims and approaches define and 
understand literacy differently.  
Some researchers (Braithwaite, 1999; Madison & Speaker, 1996; Tidwell 
& Stele, 1992) propose that teachers’ differing views and beliefs about literacy 
are part of a continuum.  At one extreme of the continuum teachers “subscribe to 
the view that literacy education requires students to master hierarchies of 
subskills… and at the other [extreme] are those teachers who view literacy 
learning in a holistic way” (Braithwaite, p. 1). The view of literacy as a set of 
subskills is associated with traditional approaches of reading and writing 
instruction, whereas the view of literacy as a holistic process is associated with 
constructivist and progressive approaches of literacy instruction.   
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Furthermore, these differing views or orientations toward literacy seem to 
be congruent with particular instructional approaches or methods selected by 
teachers in order to teach reading and writing.  Schirmer and Casbon (1997) 
claim that teachers’ beliefs about learning are reflected in the models and 
strategies employed by teachers in order to help children become readers and 
writers.  Other researchers (Hativa & Goodyear, 2002; Yero, 2002) have also 
noticed that teachers tend to favor instructional approaches that are compatible 
with their beliefs.  Indeed, evidence from various studies indicates that most 
teachers implement literacy approaches that are in harmony with their beliefs 
about reading and writing instruction (DeFord, 1985; Feng & Etheridge, 1993; 
Gove, 1982; Poulson et al., 2001).  
Research on Teachers’ Literacy Beliefs 
As Grisham (2000) indicates, the study of the beliefs held by teachers 
about literacy and their implications for instruction have been studied for the last 
two decades and continue to be the focus of current investigation.  From the 
research regarding teachers’ beliefs about literacy, it is possible to identify 
various purposes: to know and learn what teachers believe about teaching and 
learning to read and write; to explore and document the relationship between 
teachers’ beliefs about literacy and their practices; and to explore how teachers’ 
beliefs influence literacy learning and learners. 
The earlier research.  The work of Duffy and Metheny (1979) marked a 
first attempt in conceptualizing and assessing teachers’ beliefs about reading.  
They developed an instrument (Proposition Inventory), which categorizes 
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teachers’ beliefs about reading in terms of standard models such as basal text, 
linear skills, natural language, interest-based, and integrated curriculum models.  
According to the researchers, their instrument was the first “efficient and reliable 
means” in assessing teachers’ beliefs about reading (p. 6).  They recognized also 
the significance of studying teachers’ beliefs in the field of reading and potential 
uses for instruments like the Proposition Inventory.  According to Duffy and 
Metheny, identifying teachers’ beliefs about reading and their demographic 
characteristics could help researchers investigate the relationship between 
teachers’ particular beliefs and certain characteristics.  As they explain, this might 
“provide descriptive and predictive knowledge about how teachers’ 
characteristics are related to conceptions” (p. 7).    
DeFord (1985) reported a comprehensive and important study about 
teachers’ beliefs in reading instruction.  Like Duffy and Metheny, (1979), DeFord 
developed an instrument, Theoretical Orientation to Reading Profile (TORP), in 
order to determine teachers’ beliefs about practices in reading instruction and to 
validate the construct of theoretical orientation.   The instrument classifies 
teachers’ beliefs into three categories of theoretical orientation:  phonics 
(isolation of phonemes/ emphasis on decoding), skills (isolation of 
skills/emphasis on word recognition), and whole language (emphasis on 
developing sense of story and text).  In order to evaluate the reliability of the 
instrument, it was first administered to 90 teachers (30 of each category of 
theoretical orientation).  Second, teachers’ responses were compared by three 
judges in terms of their correspondence to the profiles expected from each 
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orientation.  Third, 14 teachers were asked to respond to TORP and were 
observed in their classrooms.  Based on these observations, the trained 
observers predicted teachers’ responses to the instrument.  Teachers’ and 
observers’ responses were analyzed, using a Spearman Rho correlation 
procedure in order to determine their degree of congruence.  Research results 
supported the validity of the construct of theoretical orientation and TORP 
reliability (r=.98).  DeFord (1985) concluded that “teachers of known theoretical 
orientation responded in consistent, predictable patterns to statements about 
practices in reading instruction” (p. 363).   
DeFord’s (1985) study provided an instrument that results in reliable 
scores that were useful inidentifying teachers’ beliefs about specific practices in 
reading instruction. Furthermore, the results of this particular study point toward a 
relationship between what teachers believe about reading instruction and what 
they actually do in their classrooms.  However, with respect to the study of 
teachers’ beliefs about literacy, TORP focuses only on particular practices of 
reading instruction. Thus, TORP does not provide access to gaining 
understanding about how teachers conceive literacy learning from a broader 
perspective, including its nature and purposes.    
Furthermore, the earlier instruments to assess teachers’ beliefs, such as 
TORP and Proposition Inventory, focused exclusively on reading.  However, 
more current research on teachers’ beliefs and the literacy field (Braithwaite, 
1999; Burgess et al., 1999; Lenski et al., 1998; Linek, Nelson, & Sampson, 1999; 
Madison & Speaker, 1996; Wray et al., 2002) comprises teachers’ beliefs about 
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reading and writing, labeled as literacy beliefs.  Moreover, since research in the 
literacy field (especially during the early years) points out the dynamic 
relationship among reading and writing (Morrow, 2001), the study of teachers’ 
beliefs about literacy calls for the consideration of both processes.   
Beliefs and practices.  Researchers have explored connections pertaining 
to DeFord’s (1985) research and the assumption that teachers’ beliefs about 
reading and writing are related to their practices.  Feng and Etheridge (1993) 
conducted a descriptive study with first-grade teachers in order to determine their 
theoretical orientation to reading and its correspondence with their instructional 
practices. Data on 259 teachers’ beliefs about reading were collected using 
TORP (DeFord).   Teachers were classified, in accordance with their responses, 
as having phonics, skills, or whole language orientation to reading. 
To assess teachers’ practices, the researchers selected a stratified 
sample of 15 teachers (5 from each orientation).  The 15 teachers were observed 
during reading instruction, and their practices were assessed using the Moss 
Classroom Analysis of Teachers’ Theoretical Orientation to Reading (CATTOR).   
Teachers were also interviewed regarding their “criteria used for selecting their 
reading program and materials and the factors which have influenced their 
beliefs about reading and reading instruction” (p. 9).   
According to the researchers, 60% of the teachers demonstrated they 
taught reading in a manner consistent with their beliefs and as measured by 
TORP.  Feng and Etheridge (1993) concluded, “most teachers do adhere to their 
theoretical orientations when teaching reading” (p. 26).  However, since 40% of 
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teachers did not teach in accordance with their beliefs, the researchers suggest 
that the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and their instructional practices is 
a more complex one.   
Through a multiple case study design, drawing on field observations and 
interviews, Maxson (1996) also studied the congruencies between teachers’ 
literacy beliefs and their practices. Five teachers of “at- risk” first graders were 
observed and interviewed for a year.  Teachers in Maxson’s study highlighted the 
significance of their “convictions” in their decision making as well as strong 
beliefs regarding “the instructional paradigms within which they operated, the 
diverse student population, and the environments they created for their students” 
(p. 10).  According to Maxson, the analysis of the data revealed “a direct 
relationship between teachers’ beliefs and practice” (p. 10).   However, the 
description of the results does not incorporate explicit depictions of these 
teachers’ thoughts and beliefs.  Thus, it is not clear to which specific beliefs 
regarding environments or instructional paradigms these teachers adhere.  
Moreover, the discussion does not incorporate precise explanations of the 
association of particular beliefs with particular practices when illustrating such 
relationships. 
More recently, Poulson et al. (2001) used also TORP (DeFord, 1985) to 
explore the theoretical beliefs of 225 British primary school teachers, identified as 
effective teachers of literacy by school supervisors.  Since TORP does not 
address writing instruction, the researchers included additional statements 
related to the teaching of writing.  Teachers were also asked to rate a list of 12 
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teaching literacy activities (representing the different theoretical viewpoints) in 
terms of their usefulness in reading and writing instruction.     
The effective teachers were compared with a validation sample taken from 
the same schools as the effective teachers, or from similar schools in the same 
local areas (Poulson et al., 2001).  The validation sample consisted of 71 
teachers, not identified as “effective”.  The researchers computed correlations 
between scores representing a theoretical orientation and teaching activities 
intended to correspond to these orientations.  According to the investigators, the 
findings suggest significant levels of consistency between the reported beliefs of 
effective teachers and their evaluation pertaining to teaching activities.  The 
results suggest that the effective teachers were more coherent than the teachers 
in the validation group regarding their beliefs about literacy and the teaching 
practices associated with these beliefs.  Moreover, the effective teachers were 
also more oriented to holistic theoretical positions than the validation sample.  
The researchers concluded that “the theoretical orientation of effective teachers 
of literacy appeared in many respects to be constructivist:  prioritizing pupils’ 
ability to make sense of, and produce, written texts in a range of contexts and for 
authentic purposes” (p. 288).  
Focusing on beliefs that teachers hold about writing instruction, Graham et 
al. (2001) similarly developed an instrument to measure teachers’ orientations to 
the teaching of writing in primary grades.  The Writing Orientation Scale was 
developed to determine teachers’ beliefs concerning two orientations in the 
teaching of writing:  the natural learning approach (emphasis on incidental 
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learning and the process approach) and the skills-based approach (emphasis on 
explicit and systematic instruction and performance).  A group of 153 first- to 
third-grade United States elementary school teachers completed the Scale.  The 
teachers were asked also to answer a questionnaire regarding how often their 
students participate in particular writing activities and how frequently they employ 
specific instructional practices.  
 The researchers computed correlations between teachers’ scores for the 
Writing Orientation Scale (assessing teachers’ beliefs) and their reported 
classroom practices.  The results indicated that teachers’ beliefs associated with 
the natural learning orientation were positively and significantly related to the 
frequent use of those activities characterized within this approach (conferences, 
mini-lessons, shared writing, etc.). In contrast, teachers’ beliefs associated with 
the skills-based orientation were positively and significantly related to “how often 
grammar and handwriting/spelling were taught”.  According to the researchers, 
teachers’ beliefs about writing instruction were congruent with their reported 
practices.  However, the validity of these results is limited by the fact that they 
are based on self-reported data.  Thus, in order to increase the meaningfulness 
of these findings, teachers’ reported beliefs and practices should be corroborated 
with interviews or observations.    
According to Squires and Bliss (2004), “all teachers bring to the classroom 
some level of beliefs that influence their critical daily decision making” (p. 756).  
This statement is certainly based on an important body of research and literature 
(Braithwaite, 1999; Burgess et al., 1999; Clark & Peterson, 1986; DeFord, 1985; 
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Feng & Etheridge, 1993; Graham et al., 2001; Maxson, 1996; Poulson et al., 
2001) that points toward a certain degree of congruency between teachers’ 
beliefs about reading and writing and their instructional practices.  However, 
some researchers have reported discrepancies between what teachers believe 
and what they actually do in their classrooms (Bawden, Buike, & Duffy, 1979; 
Lenski et al., 1998; Schraw & Olafson, 2002).   
In a study related to teachers’ epistemological views and educational 
practices, Schraw and Olafson (2002) noted discrepancies between the view of 
teaching adopted by most teachers in their classrooms and the one that they 
supported in theory. The researchers attributed this discrepancy to factors such 
as inexperience, restricted time for instruction, administrative constraints, and 
lack of support.  Similarly, in a study related to teachers’ conceptions of reading 
and their instructional practices, Bawden, Buike, and Duffy (1979) pointed out 
that even though teachers’ beliefs are reflected in classroom practices, there are 
other external factors that influence teachers’ decisions.  The influence of these 
factors result in conflicting practices in relation to teachers’ stated beliefs.       
Lenski et al. (1998) noticed also that teachers’ beliefs and practices are 
not always aligned.  An example of incongruent beliefs and practices might occur 
when teachers are in the process of changing beliefs.  The researchers explain 
that a “shift in beliefs may precede actual changes in practice” (p. 7).  Moreover, 
teachers may learn and agree with certain theory regarding literacy but ignore 
how to put its principles in practice.  In this case, teachers’ beliefs and their 
practices may be inconsistent as well. 
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Taking into consideration the premise that teachers’ beliefs and practices 
may not be congruent, Lenski et al. (1998) developed the Literacy Orientation 
Survey (LOS), an instrument that assesses teachers’ beliefs and practices about 
literacy.  The LOS classifies teachers’ literacy beliefs and classroom practices in 
three categories: constructivist, traditional, and eclectic.  These categories seem 
to range along a continuum that provides “a picture of the degree to which the 
teachers’ beliefs and practices are consistent with constructivist philosophy”  
(p. 16).    
A panel of experts established the content validity of the instrument.  In 
order to determine the reliability of the LOS, 30 teachers were asked to complete 
the Survey.  The Cronbach Alpha reliability coefficient for the instrument was .93. 
As part of a pilot study, the LOS was administered to a new sample of 95 
teachers.  The statements concerning teachers’ beliefs and practices were 
correlated.  According to the researchers, even though the analysis points to a 
positive correlation between beliefs and practices (.65), this also demonstrated 
that “these aspects (beliefs and practices) are not always aligned” (p. 14). 
It appears that there are some inconsistencies regarding the relationship 
between teachers’ beliefs and their instructional practices.   This fact underlines 
the necessity to extend the study of this domain, particularly because, as Tidwell 
and Stele (1992) aptly stated, “the whole notion of examining teacher beliefs 
stems from investigations which focused on the connection between a teachers’ 
stated beliefs and that teacher’s instruction in the classroom” (p. 2).   
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Teachers’ beliefs and students’ literacy learning. Teachers’ beliefs about 
literacy seem to affect their classroom environments.  An important function of 
teachers is creating classroom environments that encourage students’ literacy.  
Teachers plan, organize, and implement the routines, activities, and conditions 
for literacy instruction.   
Bruning and Horn (2000) emphasize the pivotal role of teachers’ beliefs in 
creating positive motivational conditions for their students’ writing.  They claim 
that teachers’ decisions about the way they position writing in the curriculum and 
their reactions to students’ writing is based on their own experiences and beliefs 
about the nature and functions of writing.  Teachers’ beliefs are reflected in their 
classroom motivational conditions for writing, which in turn influence students’ 
ideas about writing and their motivation to write (Bruning & Horn, 2000).   
Nielsen and Monson (1996) studied different literacy environments and 
their implications for children’s literacy development.  They found that literacy 
environments (physical environment of the classroom, routines and nature of the 
literacy activities) tend to reflect the teacher’s ideas and views about literacy 
development.  Similarly, in a study of exemplary literacy instruction, Morrow, 
Tracey, Gee Woo, and Pressley (1999) noticed how the physical classroom 
environment, the type of reading and writing experiences, and classroom 
management were based on the teacher’s assumptions about how children 
learn.  Moreover, these particular characteristics of the literacy environment 
apparently affect students’ “understandings about meanings, forms and uses of 
literacy” (Turner, 1995, p. 410).    
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Some researchers have explored the relationship between teachers’ 
beliefs about literacy and their students’ conceptions of reading and writing 
(Fang, 1996; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989).  According to Wing (1989) 
teachers’ theoretical beliefs about literacy development, influence their 
instructional practices and also shape children’s perceptions of the nature and 
uses of reading and writing. 
The following sections will review literature and research regarding the 
meaning and significance of children’s literacy conceptions and its relationship 
with teachers’ practices and beliefs about reading and writing. 
Children’s Literacy Conceptions 
Various educators and researchers have emphasized the impact of 
children’s ideas and understandings on literacy development (Borko & Eisenhart, 
1986; Bradley, 2001; Hutson & Gove, 1978; Long, Manning, & Manning, 1986; 
Michel, 1994; Moller, 1999; Rasinski & DeFord, 1985; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996). It 
appears that these ideas and understandings could define and affect children’s 
later thinking and behavior as readers and writers (Rasinski & DeFord, 1985).  
Michel (1994) considers that an understanding of the child’s perspective is critical 
to comprehend how children become literate. In addition, children’s ideas and 
understanding about reading and writing have the potential to inform researchers’ 
and teachers’ practices (Bradley, 2001; Long, Manning, & Manning, 1985; 
Michel, 1994; Moller, 1999; Rasinski & DeFord, 1988; Teale & Sulzby, 1989). 
Literature and research regarding children’s literacy conceptions exhibit an 
absence of specific and consistent definitions of this construct.  Furth (1980) 
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defines children’s conceptions in a general sense.  According to him, they include 
images, ideas, and theories constructed by children.   Rasinski and DeFord 
(1985) define children’s literacy conceptions as their ideas about literacy, 
particularly about the nature of reading and writing.  Borko and Eisenhart (1986) 
describe students’ conceptions of reading as understandings of the process of 
learning to read. Thus, children’s literacy conceptions could be defined as 
children’s ideas and understandings about the nature, purposes, and processes 
involved in reading and writing.    
Henk and Melnick (1998) go beyond a definition, providing a description of 
the nature of these conceptions.  They noted that literacy conceptions appear to 
be driven by children’s personal sense of the nature of the literacy process and 
by their contextual observations of the instructional emphases and practices in 
the classroom.   
The study of children’s conceptions of reading and writing is not a new 
endeavor.  Research on this topic includes studies related to conceptions about 
reading (Borko & Eisenhart, 1986; Bondy, 1990; Burns-Paterson, 1991; Dahlgren 
& Olson, 1986; Freppon, 1989; Hutson & Gove, 1978; Johns, 1974; Johns & 
Ellis, 1975; Knapp, 2002; Long et al., 1985; Michel, 1994; Moller, 1999; Reid, 
1966; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996), studies which address conceptions related to 
both reading and writing (Dahlgren & Olson, 1986; Rasinski & DeFord; 1985; 
Wing, 1989), and some studies focused on writing conceptions (Bradley, 2001; 
Fang, 1996; Shook, Marrion, & Ollila, 1989).  According to Rasinski and DeFord 
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(1985), even though the interest on this topic has been prevalent for several 
years, the research efforts have not been intense. 
The topic of children’s literacy conceptions has become more relevant 
since the 1970s, as researchers have engaged in a more intense study of 
children’s intuitive and explicit concepts about the nature and functions of reading 
and writing (Goodman, 1986).  Moreover, other fields such as psycholinguistics, 
cognitive psychology, and sociolinguistics have influenced the study of reading 
and writing.  As a consequence of the psycholinguistic perspective, reading was 
defined as a constructive process (Pearson & Stephens, 1994).  The cognitive 
psychology field emphasized the important role of aspects such as intention, 
attitude, and motivation in literacy learning (Pearson & Stephens, 1994).   
Psychologists were also interested in how children came to understand what 
literacy is (Goodman, 1986).  Equally important, the sociolinguistic perspective 
demonstrated the social nature of literacy and the fact that this process is not 
“context free” (Pearson & Stephens, 1994).  Thus, the confluence and impact of 
these fields certainly contributed to the study of children’s conceptions about the 
nature, purposes, and processes involved in reading and writing. 
Young children and beginning readers and writers. One of the earliest 
research efforts to study young children’s ideas about literacy was conducted by 
Reid (1966) in Scotland.  One of the purposes of her study was to explore five-
year-old students’ perceptions or interpretations of the reading process.  Reid 
randomly selected and interviewed 12 students.  According to her, these 
students demonstrated very vague ideas about the nature of reading.  Reid 
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indicated that most students were not even able to differentiate whether one 
reads the pictures or letters on the page.  She used the metaphor of “mysterious 
activity” to describe these students’ vague notions about reading.  
Downing (1970) replicated Reid’s study. He expanded the method, 
introducing pictures (e.g., picture of a person reading) as stimuli.   However, his 
conclusions were similar to Reid’s.  Downing’s results indicated students had 
difficulty in determining the purpose of reading and had vague ideas regarding 
how people read.   
Denny and Weintraub (1963) conducted interviews with 111 first-grade 
students representing different socioeconomic backgrounds.  The students 
responded to three questions:  Do you want to learn how to read? Why? What 
must you do to learn to read in first grade?  Students’ responses were taped, 
analyzed, and classified into previously identified categories.  Denny and 
Weintraub concluded, “a third of these children had no idea how reading was 
accomplished” (p. 447). 
A large study related to children’s reading conceptions was conducted by 
Johns and Ellis (1975).  The researchers were interested in determining if 
children were acquiring adequate concepts and understandings of reading 
through their reading instruction.  They were also interested in knowing if older 
children, like younger ones, lack an appropriate understanding of the reading 
process.  The sample consisted of 1655 children from grade one through eight.  
Individual interviews were conducted in order to gather responses to the 
following questions, “What is reading?  What do you do when you read? And, if 
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someone didn’t know how to read, what would you tell him/her that he/she would 
need to learn?”  Students’ responses were recorded, transcribed, and classified 
into five categories:  no response or irrelevant responses, responses related to 
classroom procedures or the educational value of reading, responses related to 
decoding or word recognition procedures, responses that defined reading as 
understanding, and responses that referred to decoding and understanding.  
 The results indicated that 69% of the students provided “meaningless” 
responses to the first question (What is reading?). With respect to the second 
question (What do you do when you read?), 57% of the responses were 
categorized as meaningless.  Finally, 36% of students’ responses to the third 
question (If someone did not know how to read, what would you tell him/her that 
he/she would need to learn?) were categorized as meaningless.  However, just 
8% of the responses to the third question referred to aspects such as 
comprehension or understanding.   Based on these results, Johns and Ellis 
concluded that most children exhibit a lack of understanding of the reading 
process.  They pointed out that “most of the meaningful responses described 
reading as a decoding process” (p. 12).  However, the results also indicated that 
older children possessed a better understanding of reading.  Since most children 
perceived reading just as a classroom activity, the researchers described 
children’s view of reading as “restricted”.   
The Johns and Ellis study was significant, considering its large sample 
size.  However, it has some limitations.  First, as with all the previous studies 
based on interviews, there is a possibility that students’ responses were limited 
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by their ability to comprehend the questions employed.  As Perlmutter, Bloome, 
Rose, and Rogers (1997) point out “children may understand and respond too far 
more than they could articulate in these interviews” (p. 68).  Johns (1986) also 
noted the possibility of a “warm-up” effect for the three questions used during the 
interviews.  Based on the fact that the number of irrelevant responses dropped 
from question to question, it was possible that students’ actual conceptions about 
reading were underestimated (Johns, 1986).  Moreover, Johns and Ellis did not 
report the use of a pilot study to test the interview questions.  Conducting a pilot 
study could have helped to reduce the possibility of the “warm-up” effect.   In 
addition, even though participants were selected from several public and middle 
schools, the analysis did not take into consideration important variables, such as 
the instructional settings and the nature of literacy experiences in these schools.  
More recent studies (Borko & Eisenhart, 1986; Burns-Paterson, 1991; Freppon, 
1989; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989) point toward a relationship between 
these variables and children’s literacy conceptions.   
Certainly, early research (Denny & Weintraub, 1963; Downing, 1970; 
Johns & Ellis, 1975; Reid, 1966) related to literacy conceptions suggested that 
young children and beginning readers failed to see reading as a meaning-related 
activity and have a limited view and restricted understanding of literacy (Michel, 
1994).  However, more current research on this topic points toward a different 
direction.    
 Dahlgren and Olsson (1986) conducted a qualitative study about 
preschool children’s conceptions of the usefulness of reading and of the reading 
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process.  The participants of the study were 80 children from seven different 
preschools in Sweden.  The schools were selected from four districts 
administered by the “municipal social services”.  Direct observations and children 
interviews were conducted.  The interview protocol included questions such as: 
Can you read?  What can reading be useful for?  How is reading done? What 
must you do to learn how to read?  When will you learn to read?  Children were 
also asked to show “where” and “what” you read in books and how to write 
names and short words. After one year (at the end of grade 1), the researchers 
conducted a follow-up study with 53 of the 61 preschoolers who originally 
participated in the study.  During the follow-up study, the researchers 
administered standardized tests (for Swedish children) of reading performance, 
reading speed and type of reading errors, and for measuring vocabulary and 
reading comprehension.  The researchers analyzed the interviews and classified 
children’s responses related to the function of reading in two ways:  as a 
possibility (reading is described as useful for the reader) and as a demand (the 
usefulness of reading is based on external demands from teachers, peers, etc.).  
Children’s responses related to conceptions of the reading process were 
classified in four different ways:  contextual (reading is guided by things external 
to the text), textual (reading as a textual construction based on graphic or 
phonetic aspects), interactive (reading as a reflection of the text), and bodily 
(reading is described by references to the body parts and movements involved in 
reading). 
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Results of the analysis revealed that most young children were able to 
answer questions about reading and writing.  The researchers pointed out that 
“children are interested in and think a great deal about reading well before they 
have started school and acquired some reading competence” (p. 18).  
Furthermore, 40% of the preschool children emphasized the communicative 
nature of reading and writing.  On the other hand, children in grade one (who 
were able to read) “express less possibilities of using reading and writing as a 
means for communication than do preschool children” (p. 11).  In the particular 
context of this study, the conception of reading and writing as communicative 
acts seemed to decrease from preschool to first grade.  
Unlike previous research, this study suggests that young children have 
and are capable of articulating rich conceptions about the nature and functions of 
literacy.  The result that indicates a decrease in the conception of reading and 
writing as communication acts is very interesting.   One could hypothesize that 
the instruction provided to first-graders could be related to the dramatic change in 
children’s conceptions reported by the researchers.  However, the study does not 
provide explicit details or descriptions of the participating schools and their 
instructional approaches and settings.  Thick descriptions constitute important 
criteria in this kind of research (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002).  Certainly, it 
could lead to richer interpretations and increase the transferability of the results. 
Moreover, recognizing the social and cultural nature of literacy, information 
regarding cultural practices related to reading and writing, the school system, and 
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their instructional settings might contribute to a better understanding of the origin 
and development of children’s literacy conceptions.  
Other researchers and educators concur with Dahlgren and Olsson (1986) 
with respect to young children’s ability to understand and verbalize appropriate 
conceptions of the nature, purposes, and processes involved in reading and 
writing.  After interviewing her group of 24 kindergarten students, Edwards (1994) 
concluded that, although in a simple language, young children are able to explain 
complex aspects of literacy.  Edwards’s students demonstrated their attention to 
meaning and understanding in their responses to questions such as: What is 
reading?   What do you do when you read?  Similarly, Weiss and Hagen (1988) 
interviewed 110 kindergarten children about the reasons for reading.  The results 
indicated that 41% of the responses demonstrated understanding of the 
connection between reading and acquiring information and 32% of the responses 
described reading as a source of pleasure.   Kita (1979) also interviewed 20 
kindergarten children in order to explore their conceptions of reading and writing.  
The first part of the interview consisted of questions related to children’s 
conceptions of reading.  In the second part of the interview, children were asked 
to complete a “writing sample” on a topic of their choice.  Kita concluded that the 
participants’ conceptions of the purposes of reading, in practical situations, were 
explicit and appropriate.  However, purposes for reading books were classified as 
vague.  In addition, according to Kita, children’s responses with respect to the 
nature and purpose of writing were specific and implied understanding of writing 
as a means of communication.     
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Some studies have focused specifically on children’s conceptions about 
writing (Bradley, 2001; Fang, 1996; Shook, Marrion, & Olilla, 1989).  Most of 
these studies have been conducted with beginning writers.  Bradley (2001) 
interviewed sixty nine first-graders in order to explore young writers’ 
understandings about writing.  Children responded to questions such as:  What is 
writing? How can you tell if someone has done a good job writing something?   
According to Bradley, 84% of the children provided an appropriate definition of 
writing and could articulate their ideas and understanding about writing.   
Similarly, Shook et al. (1989) explored first-graders’ conceptions about the 
purposes of writing through interviews.  According to the researchers, the data 
indicated that first-graders are capable of understanding the communicative 
nature of the writing process.   
In light of more recent research, it is important to acknowledge that young 
children and beginning readers and writers are able to develop and articulate 
complex and appropriate conceptions of what literacy is for and how it operates 
in literate cultures (Bradley, 2001; Dahlgren & Olsson, 1986; Edwards, 1994; 
Kita, 1979; Michel, 1994; Moller, 1999).  These conceptions are not only possible 
during the early years, they also seem to be an important step in becoming 
lifelong and efficient readers and writers. 
          Some studies have suggested a relationship between children’s literacy 
conceptions and their reading abilities (Bondy, 1990; Johns, 1974; Johns & Ellis, 
1975; Long, Manning, & Manning, 1985). These studies support the importance 
of children’s literacy conceptions based on the results of investigations 
  49
comparing good and poor readers. Johns (1974) interviewed 53 fourth and fifth-
grade children.  The researcher administered the McGinitie reading 
comprehension subtest to the students.  Based on the test scores, students were 
classified into groups of good and poor readers.  Johns was interested in how 
good and poor readers viewed the reading process.  Each student responded to 
the question:  What is reading?  The researcher classified children’s responses 
using the following categories:  no response or irrelevant responses, responses 
related to classroom procedures or the educational value of reading, responses 
related to decoding or word recognition procedures, and responses that defined 
reading as understanding, responses that referred to decoding and 
understanding.  The results indicated consistently that good readers had “better-
developed understandings” of reading than poor readers.  Hutson and Gove 
(1978) reported similar results after a reanalysis of Johns and Ellis’ (1975) data.  
In order to determine the relationship between reading skill and the complexity of 
reading definition, the researchers conducted a Chi-Square analysis.  The 
analysis revealed a relationship between reading skill and the complexity of 
reading definition.  Results indicated that among the children who provided 
responses considered as  “immature” reading definitions, 72% had reading 
scores below fourth grade.     
          Long, Manning and Manning (1985) interviewed seventy high and low 
achieving first-grade readers (the five highest and five lowest readers from seven 
first-grade classrooms) with respect to their ideas about the reading process.  
The responses of both groups were compared and reported in terms of their raw 
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score relative to the total group.  Even though the researchers reported some 
overlapping between the responses of both groups, there were also some 
differences.  Particularly, the results indicated variation with respect to the 
question:  Why do people read?  According to the results, the high achievers 
provided more “functional” responses whereas the low achievers provided 
answers related to school reasons or no answers at all.  
          Similarly, Bondy (1990) was interested in determining if there were 
differences between children from low and high reading groups in terms of their 
reading definitions.  She observed and interviewed six high-group children and 
nine low-group children in one first-grade classroom.  Data collection focused on 
children’s statements about reading, their reading-related behavior, and their use 
of reading materials.   Bondy identified six different reading definitions 
constructed and used by the children.  The following reading definitions were 
common among the low-group children:  reading is saying words correctly, 
reading is schoolwork, and reading is a sort of status.  In essence, low-group 
children constructed reading definitions based on a conception of reading as an 
“externally imposed task”.  This definition of reading coincides with the one 
described by Knapp (2002) in the case of Joshua, an at-risk reader.  On the other 
hand, the high-group defined reading as:  a social activity, a way to learn things, 
and as a private pleasure.   
On the whole, research comparing high and low readers’ conceptions of 
reading suggests that good readers have more complex, meaningful, and 
functional conceptions of literacy.  This might imply a relationship between 
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children’s literacy conceptions and their reading and writing abilities.  However, 
the exact nature and direction of this relationship remains an open question.   
Since most of these studies (Bondy, 1990; Johns, 1974; Long, et al., 1985) have 
been of a qualitative nature, causal-comparative studies will be necessary in 
order to provide additional evidence to validate this apparent relationship.  Even 
stronger conclusions about this relationship would require experimental studies.  
Shaping Literacy Conceptions 
As Pearson and Stephens (1994) assert, “we no longer think of literacy as 
an independent, isolated event” (p. 37).  From a social constructivist viewpoint, 
classrooms are sociocultural settings and literacy is a social construction 
(Bloome, 1986; Cook-Gumperz, 1986).   According to Turner (1995), the 
classroom context influences students’ developing conceptions of literacy and 
their engagement in literacy behavior.  In fact, the results of various studies 
(Borko & Eisenhart, 1986; Burns-Paterson, 1991; Freppon, 1989; Rasinski & 
DeFord, 1985; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989) suggest that classrooms’ 
instructional settings and approaches have a powerful impact on children’s 
conceptions about literacy.   
The influence of instruction. Similar to the studies discussed in the 
previous section, Borko and Eisenhart (1986) examined the conceptions of 
reading held by low and high reading groups in second grade classrooms.  
However, Borko and Eisenhart were also interested in the connection of the 
students’ reading conceptions with their reading experiences in the classroom.  
The researchers conducted interviews to obtain information about students’ 
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conceptions of reading and observed reading lessons for each ability group.  The 
results were analyzed using ethnographic procedures.  The results indicated that, 
in effect, high-group and low-group students had different conceptions of reading.  
High-group students’ responses focused on reading skills and a holistic 
orientation toward reading, whereas low-group students’ responses focused 
more on behavioral aspects (reading-appropriate behavior) and on materials and 
procedures (related to instructional aspects).  Moreover, the researchers 
concluded that some patterns in their data suggested a relationship between 
these students’ conceptions of reading and their classroom reading experiences.  
Borko and Eisenhart noted differences in the nature of the reading experiences 
of high and low groups.  In the low-group reading activities, teachers tended to 
focus more on decoding skills, student behavior, and instructional procedures.  In 
contrast, in the high-group activities, teachers focused more on global reading, 
reading discussions, and independent reading.   
Bondy (1990) reported similar differences with respect to the nature of the 
reading experiences provided for low and high reading groups. In her study, the 
high-group reading activities focused on reading, discussing stories, and working 
independently in workbooks. However, the low-group reading activities 
emphasized explicit lessons on letter sounds, practice on words from a basal, 
and practice on reading words in isolation.  Bondy found that the low-group 
children’s reading definitions (reading is saying words correctly, reading is 
schoolwork) were congruent with their reading instruction.    Thus, both 
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investigations suggest that students’ conceptions of reading reflect, to some 
extent, certain aspects of their reading instruction. 
Studies with average beginning readers have also revealed differences on 
children’s literacy conceptions, which seem to be connected to their instructional 
literacy approaches (Burns-Paterson, 1991; Freppon, 1989; Rasinski & DeFord, 
1985).  Rasinski and DeFord (1985) addressed conceptions related to both 
reading and writing.  They were interested in how children’s conceptions about 
reading and writing might be associated with and influenced by the instruction 
provided.  They studied three separate first-grade classrooms, each based on a 
different approach of literacy instruction:  a content-centered mastery learning 
program (instruction based on particular sounds or segments of target words); a 
traditional and eclectic basal reading program (instruction based on teaching 
letters and sounds, the use of basal series, workbooks and some trade books); 
and a literature-based program (integrated instruction based on authentic 
literature incorporated through thematic units).  Children were asked three 
questions:  What is reading?  What is writing?  What do you do when you read 
and write?  Children’s responses were transcribed and scored on a seven-point 
scale, with one corresponding to a response related to decoding and seven to a 
meaning-based or holistic response.  The students of the literature-based 
program obtained the highest scores, associated with the holistic or meaning-
based conceptions.  On the other hand, the students from the mastery learning 
program obtained the lowest scores, associated with the most superficial 
conceptions.  The scores of the students from the basal reading program fell in 
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the middle of the scale.  As a conclusion, Rasinski and DeFord pointed out that, 
“the type of instruction and the context for instruction affect significantly and 
powerfully the way that first-grade children perceive literacy and literacy 
activities” (p. 14).   
Subsequently, other researchers (Burns-Paterson, 1991; Freppon, 1989) 
have compared different instructional approaches in order to determine if 
students’ reading conceptions differ according to instruction.   Burns-Paterson 
(1991) and Freppon (1989) have documented specific differences on first-
graders’ reading conceptions, which seem to be congruent with their instructional 
settings and literacy approaches.  
Overall, the preceding studies illustrate how instruction can be related to 
alternative conceptions of reading and writing (Rasinski & DeFord, 1988). 
However, despite the temptation to conclude that instructional programs are the 
cause of the nature and depth of children’s literacy conceptions, it is necessary to 
acknowledge the complexity of literacy and the multiple factors that influence its 
development. 
Furthermore, it is also important to take into account that most of the cited 
studies were not designed for determining a causal relationship. Significant 
intervening variables such as: socioeconomic status, gender, and home 
experiences, among others, were not controlled.  Most of these variables are 
known to affect the development of reading concepts (Freppon, 1989).  
Therefore, since studies on children’s literacy conceptions and their connection 
with instruction are looking at natural variations, statistical procedures could be 
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necessary in order to control for these variables and increase the internal validity 
of such studies.  
In addition, most of the cited studies involved comparisons between 
groups, classrooms, and schools. Consequently, data can be analyzed at 
multiple levels:  groups within classrooms, classrooms within schools, and 
schools within districts, among others (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003). Thus, it is 
important to decide the levels to be incorporated in a study in order to collect and 
analyze the data appropriately (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003).   
Teachers’ beliefs and children’s literacy conceptions. In general, the 
findings of research concerning literacy instruction and students’ literacy 
conceptions tend to associate the nature of literacy instruction with the way 
children define and understand the nature and purposes of literacy. Researchers 
relying on such a relationship have also addressed the possible connections 
between teachers’ beliefs about literacy and their students’ conceptions about 
reading and writing (Fang, 1996; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989).   
In what is described as an initial empirical study, Reutzel and Sabey 
(1996) investigated possible connections between teachers’ beliefs about 
reading instruction and first grade students’ concepts of reading as a result of 
these beliefs.  The researchers selected three teachers from each of three 
different theoretical viewpoints:  subskills/decoding, skills, and whole language 
(based on DeFord’s TORP) and a total of 36 first-grade students (4 from each 
class, 17 girls, and 19 boys) were randomly selected and interviewed about their 
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attitudes toward reading, concepts about the reading process, and the strategies 
used during reading.   
Although the researchers discovered many similarities in students’ 
conceptions of reading across the groups, the results indicated differences.   
According to Reutzel and Sabey (1996), the findings of the study showed that in 
many respects teachers’ beliefs regarding reading instruction were similar to their 
students’ concepts about reading.  For instance, teachers with a whole language 
orientation to reading tend to emphasize book reading activities and the 
development of a sense of story and text (DeFord, 1985).   Similarly, in this 
study, students from teachers whose beliefs were congruent with a whole 
language orientation tended to consistently consider their ability to read books as 
an indication of their reading aptitude. Thus, their self-perception regarding 
reading skills was mostly based on their capacity to read books.  In contrast, 
students from teachers whose beliefs were congruent with a skills orientation 
tended to base their perceptions on reading skills according to their acquisition of 
“sight words”, “accurate reading”, and even a “general sense of being smart”.  
These responses are compatible with a skills orientation that emphasizes 
accuracy on word recognition (DeFord, 1985).  Moreover, whole language 
orientation students were able to articulate 40 to 50 percent more reading 
strategies and ideas about how children learn to read than students of teachers 
whose beliefs corresponded to a different reading orientation. The researchers 
concluded that teachers’ instructional orientation to reading might differentially 
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influence some very specific aspects of students’ concepts about reading and 
becoming a reader.   
Reutzel and Sabey’s (1996) study was replicated by D’Amico’s (1997) 
obtaining similar results.  Students from a whole language orientation were more 
capable of describing and speaking about the reading process, incorporating a 
wider range of reading strategies than the students from the other groups 
(D’Amico). Moreover, whole language students showed a tendency to perceive 
themselves and their classmates as “expert readers”.  In contrast, the students 
from traditional orientations considered their teachers as the “expert readers”.  
These results might be associated with particular characteristics of a whole 
language orientation, such as a rich language and literacy environment, shared 
reading and writing experiences, an emphasis on meaningful communication, 
and the recognition of children as capable readers and writers.   
Through a case study, Fang (1996) investigated the relationship between 
teachers’ beliefs about writing and their fourth grade students’ conceptions of 
“good writing”.  The researcher conducted interviews with the teacher and 15 
students about their perceptions of good writing. After analyzing the data, the 
researcher found that students’ ideas about what characterizes good writing were 
“highly correlated” with their teacher’s beliefs about good writing. Students’ and 
teachers’ excerpts about their definition of good writing showed noticeable 
similarity.  Fang, therefore, concluded that the teacher’s beliefs impact students’ 
conceptions of literacy.  
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The results of the previous studies (D’Amico, 1997; Fang, 1996; Reutzel & 
Sabey, 1996) suggest that teachers’ beliefs seem to be related to their particular 
students’ conceptions of reading and writing.  However, these results are limited 
by the small sample sizes and the lack of statistical analysis (Reutzel & Sabey, 
1996).   
The fact that research on the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and 
students’ conceptions about literacy is scarce and exploratory in nature 
underlines the importance of studying this topic.  The present study extends the 
previous research findings.  In order to accomplish that purpose, it is important to 
analyze the methodological implications related to the assessment of teachers’ 
beliefs about reading and writing and students’ literacy conceptions.  
Assessing Teachers’ Beliefs about Literacy 
 Recent literature in the literacy field suggests an increasing interest 
concerning teachers’ beliefs (Graham et al., 2001; Muchmore, 2001; Poulson et 
al., 2001; Richards, 2001; Squires & Bliss, 2004).  Certainly, educational 
cognitive focus and today’s attention to teachers’ accountability and their 
influential role in students’ performance, have contributed to a renewed interest 
in this topic.  Nevertheless, the study of teachers’ beliefs about literacy presumes 
important methodological considerations.    
          Teachers’ beliefs about literacy have been studied using different research 
approaches.  Although earlier studies (Deford, 1985; Duffy & Metheny, 1979) 
relied on quantitative approaches, more recent studies have employed qualitative     
methods as well (Fang, 1996; Grisham, 2000; Linek et al., 1999; Muchmore, 
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2001). In fact, the most appropriate method in assessing teachers’ beliefs is still 
a matter of disagreement.  Nevertheless, as Pajares (1992) aptly notes while 
discussing this particular issue, “the choice of a quantitative or qualitative 
approach will of course, ultimately depend on what researchers wish to know and 
how they wish to know it.” (p. 327)  
Based on the importance of considering the personal and situational 
context of teachers’ beliefs, various investigators (Muchmore, 2001; Squires & 
Bliss, 2004) in the literacy field advocate for the use of qualitative methods in 
studying this domain.  They claim that through a qualitative approach it is 
possible to gain a more accurate and complete understanding of this 
phenomenon.  Certainly, qualitative studies concerning teachers’ beliefs about 
literacy provide rich descriptions about the participants, their personal histories, 
and their actual context. These detailed descriptions and their respective analysis 
and interpretation (Muchmore, 2001; Squires & Bliss, 2004) have revealed 
interesting patterns regarding the nature, relevance, and role of such beliefs.  
On the other hand, qualitative research related to teachers’ beliefs about 
literacy has particular limitations.  This approach has relied on single case 
studies or small sample sizes, thus limiting the generalizability of the results.  
Moreover, the very specific nature of the teacher’s context (his/her unique reality) 
also limits the possibility of making comparisons and generalizations.   
Although earlier research was based on self-report instruments and belief 
inventories to assess and measure teachers’ literacy beliefs, the use of these 
instruments represents another methodological issue.  As Pajares (1992) 
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noticed, for some researchers these measures cannot encompass the variety of 
contexts under which specific beliefs emerge.  Moreover, some researchers 
argue that it is possible that teachers may respond to the inventories as they 
think effective teachers should answer (Olson & Stinger, 1994).  In considering 
the limitations, concerning the use of self-report measures, Pajares suggests 
including additional measures, such as open-ended interviews and observations 
of behavior in order to make richer and more accurate inferences about teachers’ 
beliefs.  In fact, more recently, researchers interested in the study of teachers' 
literacy beliefs (Graham et al., 2002; Poulson et al., 2001) have incorporated or 
recommended the use of additional measures such as observations and 
interviews in order to corroborate and supplement the data collected through self-
report instruments.  
The present study uses a quantitative approach to study teachers’ literacy 
beliefs.  The purposes of this study include the description of the beliefs of a 
population of first-grade teachers.  Thus, the use of a survey as an initial way to 
explore this phenomenon is appropriate. Moreover, since this population 
consisted of a large number of teachers, the use of a quantitative approach 
facilitated the collection and analysis of the data.  Nevertheless, considering the 
limitations of self-report instruments, additional measures were incorporated in 
order to confirm teachers’ reported beliefs.  
Accessing and Assessing Students’ Literacy Conceptions 
          Literature on children’s literacy conceptions is not extensive.  Lloyd-Smith 
and Tarr (2000) suggest that children’s views have been neglected in educational 
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research. Lewis and Lindsay (2000) concur and describe researching children’s 
perspective as an “underdeveloped task”. However, even though assessing 
young children’s perspectives is not an easy task, it is certainly possible and also 
valuable.   
According to Dockrell, Lewis, and Lindsay (2000) there are various ways 
to assess children’s perspectives.  Direct or indirect measures can be used.  As 
Dockrell et al. explain “direct measures involve asking the child or significant 
other, about the child’s views and understandings of a situation or getting the 
child to solve a task that is known to address certain key developmental 
achievements” (p. 49).  Indirect measures include the use of particular methods 
and techniques in order to measure the variable of interest. The use of indirect 
measures requires a high degree of inference and interpretation of the 
instruments and techniques employed which implies a greater risk of 
misinterpreting the collected data (Dockrell et al., 2000).   
Interviews figure among prominent direct measures of children’s 
perspectives (Lewis & Lindsay, 2000).  This method can be useful, particularly 
with young children who are not fluent readers and writers.  Michel (1994) points 
out that by listening carefully to what children say about literacy, we can 
understand things that we cannot learn in other ways.  However, there are some 
concerns with respect to the validity and reliability of children’s responses to 
interviews (Lewis & Lindsay, 2000).  Thus, researchers need to take into account 
the practical difficulties and implications involved in conducting and using 
children’s interviews to assess children’s ideas and understandings.  
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There are important considerations regarding the appropriate examination 
of children’s perspectives through interviews. The interview format is very 
important, especially with young children (Dockrell et al., 2000).  Thus, it should 
be carefully planned.  In considering the most effective ways in which to put 
questions to children, Dockrell et al. emphasize:  to use open-ended questions, 
to avoid yes/no questions, and to use appropriate language.   
The use of open-ended questions allows young children to answer in their 
own terms (Oakley, 2000) and to extent their responses (Lewis & Lindsay, 2000).  
Closed questions (yes/no questions) tend to inhibit children’s full expression, 
which is crucial to obtain valid responses about their understandings and ideas 
(Lewis & Lindsay, 2000).  Moreover, an appropriate wording of the interview 
questions, congruent with the child’s developmental level, would contribute to the 
validity of the information provided through the interview.   
Another consideration related to the validity of young children’s responses 
is the interviewer.  Lewis and Lindsay (2002) describe the appropriate role of the 
interviewer as “facilitative and non-intrusive”.  This is particularly relevant in the 
case of young children.  Children have demonstrated a tendency to agree with 
the interviewer and to be very vulnerable to leading questions or comments and 
to recurrent probing for details (Dockrell et al., 2000).   
Certainly, a valid and reliable interview is critical in assessing children’s 
ideas and understandings.  Therefore, piloting interviews is a necessary 
condition to obtain “reasonably unbiased data” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003).  By 
piloting interviews it is possible to test both questions and procedures.  Among 
  63
other things, researchers should be alert to: communication problems, the 
wording of the questions, evidence of inadequate motivation of the participants, 
ambiguous questions or statements, and questions that can be interpreted 
differently by different participants (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003).  
Previous research on children’s literacy conceptions has relied on 
interviews.  In fact, the present study uses this method as an appropriate means 
to assess and evaluate these conceptions.  However, interview protocols should 
be evaluated individually in order to determine the validity and reliability of these 
instruments. Moreover, interviews to be conducted with young children have to 
be carefully planned and tested considering aspects such as the nature of the 
questions, the complexity and structure of the language employed, the 
appropriate role of the interviewer, and the developmental characteristics of 
young children.  
Finally, it is also important to acknowledge the limitations involved in 
research based on children’s perspectives.  Lewis (2002) states: “accessing 
children’s views can never be achieved ‘perfectly’.  However, the researcher has 
a responsibility to check that the views expressed seem to be a fair and typical 
response” (p. 115).     
Chapter Summary 
 This chapter discussed the construct of teachers’ literacy beliefs 
and children’s conceptions about reading and writing.  The discussion is framed 
within the conception of literacy as a socially constructed phenomenon.  The 
conception of literacy as a social construction entails the collaboration and social 
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exchanges of both students and teachers (Cook-Gumperz, 1986).  Through 
these exchanges teachers communicate what literacy is, its importance, and how 
it works (Nolen, 2001).  In the same way, from their conversations, interactions, 
and relationships with teachers, students derive information regarding the 
meaning, value, and functions of literacy. 
As Pajares (1992) claims, all teachers hold beliefs, however defined and 
labeled, about their work, their students, their subject matter, and their roles and 
responsibilities.  The literacy field or domain is not an exception.  Research has 
demonstrated that teachers have identifiable beliefs about literacy (Olson & 
Stinger, 1994).  These beliefs seem to be related to young children’s views and 
conceptions of literacy (Fang, 1996; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989).  These 
conceptions involve the way in which children define and understand the nature 
and purposes of literacy (Meloth, Book, Putnam, & Sivan, 1989; Moller, 1999; 
Wing, 1989).  Nevertheless, since few studies have been conducted in this area, 
additional evidence is necessary in order to validate previous results and obtain a 
better understanding of this relationship.   
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Chapter 3 
 
Method 
          This chapter explains the methodology of the study.  It outlines the 
research questions, design of the study, study population and participants, data 
collection procedures, instruments, and procedures used in data analysis. 
The Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 
          This study had two main purposes.  The first purpose was to examine and 
describe first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices.  First-grade was 
chosen because it represents the starting point of formal instruction. The 
pertinent research questions were as follows:  (1) What are the literacy beliefs of 
first-grade teachers?  (2) To what extent are first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs 
aligned with their practices?  (3) Are there demographic differences among 
teachers whose literacy beliefs correspond to a constructivist, an eclectic, or a 
traditional viewpoint?   
The second purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship 
between teachers’ literacy beliefs and children’s conceptions about reading and 
writing. The research questions related to this purpose were as follows:  (1) To 
what extent are teachers’ literacy beliefs related to children’s conceptions about 
reading and writing?  (2) Are there any differences in conceptions about reading 
and writing among children whose teachers hold differing literacy beliefs? 
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Design of the Study 
The first purpose of this study was concerned with the examination and 
description of first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs.  This relied upon descriptive 
research, which involves making careful descriptions of educational phenomena 
in order to understand their form, actions, changes over time, and similarities with 
other phenomena (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003).  In this study, descriptive research 
provided information related to what teachers believe about literacy learning, 
what they do in their classrooms, and whether in effect, what they do in their 
classroom practice aligns with their literacy beliefs.     
The second purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship 
between teachers’ literacy beliefs and children’s conceptions about reading and 
writing.  The researcher was interested, particularly, in differences in conceptions 
about reading and writing among children whose teachers hold differing literacy 
beliefs and practices.  The study used a non-experimental design to investigate 
the stated problem since the study described an existing phenomenon and 
looked at natural variations.  
Research Context  
          This study was conducted in Puerto Rico.  The educational system in 
Puerto Rico consists of public and private schools.  The Department of Education 
of Puerto Rico (DEP) provides public education from kindergarten to grade 12.  
The school term in public schools begins in August and runs through late May.  
Instruction is conducted in Spanish and English is taught as a second language.  
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Teachers are required to hold a bachelor’s degree in education from an 
accredited university in order to teach in public schools.   
          The study was conducted with first-grade teachers and students from two 
public school districts.  First-grade teachers are required to possess an early 
childhood specialization and be certified as early childhood teachers.  Most first-
grade teachers provide instruction in all academic subjects:  Spanish, arithmetic, 
science, and social studies. However, reading and writing is the core of 
instruction in first-grade.  
          The Department of Education of Puerto Rico, in the Spanish curriculum 
(Instituto Nacional para el Desarrollo Curricular, 2003), proposes a constructivist 
and holistic approach regarding literacy and its instruction.  The Spanish 
curriculum is based on principles such as the student as an active apprentice in 
the construction of his or her own learning, the relevance of functional and 
meaningful learning, the teacher as a guide, and the significance of integrated 
instruction and curriculum (Instituto Nacional para el Desarrollo Curricular, 2003).   
However, actual reading and writing instruction in most Puerto Rican first-
grade classrooms could be described by an informed observer as traditional.  
Literacy instruction in most first-grade classrooms is characterized by direct and 
whole group instruction, a curriculum and full day schedule divided into separate 
subjects, traditional reading methods, the use of textbooks (provided by the 
Department of Education) and worksheets, and an emphasis on the form of 
writing rather than the process.  At the end of the school year, first-grade 
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students are expected to be independent readers (Instituto Nacional para el 
Desarrollo Curricular, 2003). 
Participants  
Participating teachers.  For the first part of this study, the population 
consisted of 101 first-grade teachers who were teaching in two large urban 
school districts, in the north region of the island.  These districts contain a total of 
41 primary schools. Statistical data from the Department of Education of Puerto 
Rico (2004-2005) indicate that from the population of first-grade students in these 
two districts, approximately 80% of students are below the poverty level, defined 
by a yearly income of $3,500 or less.    
Each district has a Spanish supervisor who serves as a liaison between 
schools, directors, teachers, and the Spanish Program of the Department of 
Education.  The main function of district supervisors is to facilitate and support 
teachers’ and curriculum development.  However, intervention of district 
supervisors in schools needs to be requested by a teacher or a school director.  
Thus, district supervisors do not have frequent contact with teachers.  Teachers 
in schools are directly supervised by their school directors.  However, teachers 
are not selected by school directors.  The Department of Education of Puerto 
Rico is in charge of the selection of teachers from an ordered list of eligible 
candidates.   
First-grade teachers from the two districts were approached and asked to 
complete the Literacy Orientation Survey.  The final sample was comprised of 76 
teachers (75%) who completed the LOS.  A stratified random sample of 12 
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teachers, four from each literacy viewpoint (constructivist, eclectic, and 
traditional), were selected.  These teachers were selected as a sample of 
potential participants.  Teachers were matched by years of experience and 
educational level (bachelor level, master level, doctoral level). In order to 
facilitate matching teachers’ years of experience, the following categories were 
used: 1 to 3 years, 4 to 6 years, 7 to 9 years, and 10 or more years.   
Once matched by years of experience and educational level, six teachers, 
two from each literacy viewpoint (constructivist, eclectic, and traditional) were 
purposively selected to participate in the second part of the study. Participating 
teachers’ age group, years of experience, and educational level are summarized 
in Table 2.   
Each teacher in each group was teaching in a different school and 
represented a different literacy viewpoint:  constructivist, eclectic, or traditional, 
as defined and categorized by the LOS. These categories were not related to 
teachers’ developmental or career stages.   
Table 2 
Participating Teachers’ Demographics                                                                 
Demographics Traditional Eclectic Constructivist 
Age group 
37-40 
45-48 
Educational level 
Bachelor 
Teaching 
Experience 
7-9 years 
10 + years 
 
   1 
   1 
 
   2 
 
 
   1 
   1 
 
   1 
   1 
 
   2 
 
 
   1 
   1 
 
     1 
     1 
 
     2 
 
 
     1 
     1 
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Participating students.  A total of 48 first-grade students (18 girls and 30 
boys) participated in the second part of the study.  Participating students’ age 
ranged from 6.5 to 7.5 years old.  A simple random sample of 8 students was 
selected from the classrooms of each one of the six teachers, who represented 
the three differing literacy beliefs, which correspond to a constructivist, an 
eclectic or traditional viewpoint.   
In view of the fact that some studies (Bondy, 1990; Johns, 1974; John & 
Ellis, 1975; Manning & Manning, 1985) have suggested differences in literacy 
conceptions between low and high achieving readers the sample was stratified 
by reading ability: four low achieving readers and four high achieving readers.  
High achieving readers were defined as students reading above their expected 
level. Low achieving readers were defined as students reading below their 
expected level.  Students’ reading ability was first established based on the 
teachers’ judgment.  After that, running records were taken by the researcher in 
order to verify teachers’ assessment and select the participating students.   The 
running record is a method introduced by Clay (1991) for determining a child’s 
reading competence at a given moment in time with a specific level text (Shea, 
2000).  This method uses a specific set of codes to record, on a copy of the text, 
the reader’s behaviors, competencies, and accuracy during a read-aloud event.  
As evidence of its validity, Ross (2004) notes that running records correlate with 
other literacy measures and have been recommended as an effective 
assessment by national curriculum authorities.  
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Prior to taking the running records, the researcher requested teachers’ 
feedback and recommendations in order to select the running record material 
appropriate for the group of low achieving readers and the group of high 
achieving readers.  Various Spanish leveled texts were considered, taking into 
account the following criteria:  text and print features, vocabulary, sentence 
complexity, content, text structure, language, theme, and literary features (Clay, 
1996).  Teachers’ agreement regarding the appropriateness of the text material 
was established in order to select instructional texts for the reading records. 
Students were introduced, by the researcher, to the running record text the 
preceding day.  Therefore, they had to some extent familiarized themselves with 
the message and meanings of the story, but were required to apply reading work 
and problem solving to read the text at 90% or above of accuracy level (Clay, 
1996). The researcher obtained running records and calculated results.  In the 
analysis 96% of the running record’s results were consistent with teachers’ 
judgment.  As a result of two cases of inconsistency between teachers’ judgment 
and the running record’s results, two additional students (high achieving readers) 
were selected and assessed in order to participate in the study.  Students with 
inconsistent results were not included in the sample.   
Instruments 
          Teachers’ literacy beliefs.  Teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices were 
assessed by the Literacy Orientation Survey (LOS).  This instrument is a 30-item 
measure entailing15 belief statements and 15 practice statements, which 
employs a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5 (see Table 3).   
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Contrary to earlier instruments for assessing teachers’ literacy beliefs 
(Proposition Inventory, 1979; TORP, 1985), the LOS comprises beliefs 
concerning both reading and writing processes.  This is relevant considering the 
interrelationship between these processes during the early years.  Furthermore, 
the LOS can be used to determine how much teachers’ beliefs and practices 
about literacy correspond to constructivism (Lenski et al., 1998).  The LOS was 
conceptually congruent with the theoretical framework of this study because the 
conception of literacy as a social construction relies substantially on principles 
and implications of constructivism. 
During the original development of the LOS, the reported Cronbach alpha 
reliability coefficient for the instrument was .93 (Lenski et al., 1998).  The validity 
of the instrument was assessed using a “process verification protocol” to 
determine the congruency between teachers’ responses regarding their practices 
and their actual way of operating in the classroom.  A group of 42 teachers was 
observed and interviewed.  Based on these observations and interviews the 
teachers were classified as traditional, eclectic or constructivist.  Then, the LOS 
was administered to these teachers.  An Analysis of Variance was conducted to 
compare LOS scores.  The results of the analysis were significant (F=66.01, 
p<.01), suggesting the validity of the LOS in predicting actual classroom practice 
(Lenski et al., 1998).  
According to Lenski et al. (1998) individual scores of beliefs and practices 
can show how closely teachers’ beliefs align with their practices.  If the score for 
beliefs is closest to 51, these beliefs are similar to a traditional teacher.  A score 
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closest to 61 corresponds to beliefs similar to an eclectic teacher, and a score 
closest to 69 corresponds to beliefs similar to a constructivist teacher.  The LOS 
employs a similar interpretation of scores for teachers’ practices.  If the score for 
practices is closest to 51, these practices are similar to a traditional teacher.  A 
score closest to 56 corresponds to practices similar to an eclectic teacher, and a 
score closest to 63 corresponds to practices similar to a constructivist teacher.   
The combined score of the survey was used to categorize teachers as 
constructivist, eclectic, or traditional with regard to their literacy beliefs and 
practices. In accordance with the LOS, a teacher’s score in the 90-110 range is 
categorized as a traditional teacher, a score in the 111-125 range is categorized 
as eclectic, and a score in the 126-145 range is categorized as constructivist.   
Since the participants of the study were Spanish-speaking teachers, an 
available and previously employed Spanish translation of the instrument (Weber, 
2003) was used.  Weber (2003) administered this version of the instrument, 
translated by two linguists, to inservice and preservice teachers in Peru.  A panel 
of experts read and edited it before it was distributed.  The Panel had found 10 
translation issues.  These issues were discussed with and addressed by the 
researcher.  Weber conducted a pilot study with the translated instrument.  The 
researcher reported no problems associated with the use of the instrument.   
However, there is no additional data related to the reliability and validity of the 
instrument once translated to Spanish.   
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Table 3 
 
Beliefs and Practices Included in the Literacy Orientation Survey (LOS) 
 
Belief Statements Practice Statements 
1. The purpose of reading instruction is to 
teach children to recognize words and to 
pronounce them correctly. 
2. Reading and writing are unrelated 
processes. 
3. Students should be treated as individual 
learners rather than as a group. 
4. Students should use “fix-up strategies” such 
as rereading when text meaning is unclear. 
5. Teachers should read aloud to students on a 
daily basis. 
6. It is not necessary for students to write texts 
on a daily basis. 
7. Students should be encouraged to sound out 
all unknown words. 
8. The purpose of reading is to understand 
print. 
9. Reading instruction should always be 
delivered to the whole class at the same time. 
10. Grouping for reading instruction should 
always be based on ability. 
11. Subjects should be integrated across the 
curriculum. 
12. Students need to write for a variety of 
purposes. 
13. Parents’ attitudes toward literacy affect my 
students’ progress. 
14. The major purpose of reading assessment 
is to determine a student’s placement in the 
basal reader. 
15. Parental reading habits in the home affect 
their children’s attitudes toward reading. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. When students read text, I ask them 
questions such as “What does it mean?”. 
2. When planning instruction, I take into 
account the needs of children by including 
activities that meet their social, emotional, 
physical and affective needs. 
3. I schedule time every day for self-selected 
reading and writing experiences. 
4. I encourage my students to monitor their 
comprehension as they read. 
5. I use a variety of prereading strategies with 
my students. 
6. I hold parent workshops or send home 
newsletters with ideas about how parents can 
help their children with school. 
7. I organize my classroom so that my students 
have an opportunity to write in at least one 
subject every day. 
8. I ask parents of my students to share their 
time, knowledge, and expertise in my 
classroom. 
9. Writers in my classroom generally move 
through the processes of prewriting, drafting, 
and revising. 
10. In my class, I organize reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening around key concepts. 
11. I teach using themes or integrated units. 
12. I use a variety of grouping patterns to teach 
reading such as skill groups, interest groups, 
whole group, and individual instruction. 
13. I take advantage of opportunities to learn 
about teaching by attending professional 
conferences and/ or graduate classes and by 
reading professional journals. 
14. I assess my students’ reading progress 
primarily by teacher-made and/or book tests. 
15. At the end of the day, I reflect on the 
effectiveness of my instructional decisions. 
  
Pilot study.  In the present study the translated version of the instrument 
and the original instrument were presented to a panel of 3 bilingual experts in 
order to assess any translation issues. The panel found 4 language issues due to 
linguistic differences from the Peruvian teachers for whom it was first translated.  
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These issues were discussed and resolved with the researcher.  Consequently, 
some terminology was substituted with equivalent terms more familiar to Puerto 
Rican teachers.  
The researcher conducted a pilot study in which the instrument was 
administered to a sample of 15 first-grade teachers in order to detect any 
problems related to the instrument and its use. The instrument was administered 
to a sample of 15 first-grade teachers. The Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient 
(α=0.83) revealed good internal consistency (Field, 2005; Mujis, 2004; Nardi, 
2003).   
As part of the pilot study, the instrument allowed participants to make 
recommendations or observations concerning the use of the instrument (Gall, 
Gall, & Borg, 2003).  However, participants did not indicate any 
recommendations or observations.  In order to explore participants’ reactions to 
the issue of anonymity versus confidentiality of their responses, the following 
question was also included:  “Would it affect your responses if your identity was 
coded with numbers for later identification?”  All the participants provided a 
negative response; that is, 100% indicated that it would not affect their responses 
if their identity were coded for later identification.   
          Students’ conceptions of reading and writing. Students’ conceptions of 
reading and writing were assessed through individual interviews using Wing’s 
(1989) interview protocol.  The protocol consists of 11 semistructured questions 
about children’s conceptions of reading and writing.  Wing’s protocol 
encompasses open-ended questions allowing young children to answer in their 
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own terms and to extend their responses (Lewis & Lindsay, 2000).  This interview 
protocol was originally developed to assess young children’s conceptions about 
reading and writing.  The interview questions are concerned with the purposes 
and nature of reading and writing.     
Pilot study. The researcher translated and submitted the interview protocol 
to a panel of bilingual experts for evaluation.  A pilot study tested the interview 
protocol and the questions.  A sample of six first-grade students was interviewed 
using the protocol.  Students’ responses were tape-recorded, transcribed, and 
coded by the researcher as a way to test the protocol and data collection 
procedures.  An expert with a doctoral degree in childhood literacy education 
used a sample of the transcribed interviews to assess the Protocol.  Some 
probing questions were recommended and included in the protocol to elicit more 
students’ responses and dialogue. The interview questions and examples of the 
probing questions are listed in Table 4.    
Students’ answers to each question were classified into the three major 
categories delineated by Wing (1989).  Responses were coded as holistic/reader 
based (WH) if they referred to units larger than a word, functions of reading and 
writing, or incidental learning.  Responses were coded as specific skills/test-
based (ST) if they referred to words, letters, sounding out, direct instruction, 
practicing, or copying.  Responses regarding family or other events outside of 
school were coded as influence of home and other experiences (HO). To provide 
a measure of reliability, a second coder, with a specialization in language arts, 
also analyzed the results.  The researcher calculated inter-rater reliability, the 
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number of agreements divided by the total number of observations, as 95% of 
agreement.  
Procedures and Data Collection 
          The first part of this study was descriptive employing surveys of teachers’ 
literacy beliefs and practices.  In order to conduct the study, the researcher 
requested and obtained authorization from the Research Division of the 
Department of Education of Puerto Rico.  The study was also reviewed and 
authorized by an Institutional Review Board of a metropolitan research university 
in the United States. 
The researcher employed a group of school contacts to distribute and 
recover the Surveys.  The school contacts were instructed regarding the data 
collection procedures. The researcher explained the information related to the 
study to participating teachers through the Spanish version of an IRB-approved 
consent form (see Appendix C).   Researcher’s school contacts distributed the 
LOS to the teachers with the consent form and a cover letter.   Participating 
teachers were asked to return the surveys to their school contacts after a week.  
Surveys were coded in order to identify the participating teachers to participate in 
the second part of the study.  The researcher kept a record of the coded surveys 
and the participating teachers’ information was kept by the researcher. 
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Table 4 
 
Students’ Interview Protocol 
 
Wing’s Interview Protocol Probing Questions 
 
1. What is your favorite book? 
 
2. Do you do any reading in school?  
When? 
 
3. Do you do any writing in school?  
When? 
 
 
 
4. What do you think reading is? 
 
 
 
5. What do you think writing is? 
 
 
 
6. How old do you have to be to learn 
how to read? 
 
7. How old do you have to be to learn 
how to write? 
 
8. How does a person learn how to 
read? 
 
9. How does a person learn how to 
write? 
 
10. Do you know anybody who can read? 
 
11. How do you know they can read? 
 
 
     *Why?  What do you like about it? 
 How do you get the book? Does 
anyone read it to you?  How often? 
 
 
*Do you ever write your name?  Do 
you ever write letter or numbers?  Do 
you copy words that you see around 
you?  When you play do you ever 
write?  Does your teacher 
write/read? 
 
*When you hear someone 
reading/writing, how do they do it?  
What do they do first, second, etc. 
What happens in their head? 
What happens in their head to help 
make writing? 
 
 
*Why? 
 
 
*Why? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Is he/she a good reader?  How 
does she/he do that? 
 
 
 
*Could you write something for me? 
*Tell me about it. 
Note. Wing (1989). 
After responding to the survey, teachers returned them to their school 
contacts and each contact returned the surveys to the researcher.  A total of 61 
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surveys (60%) were recovered.  After the contacts made several requests to the 
remaining teachers, they returned 16 additional surveys. The remaining 
percentage of teachers (25%) did not to complete or return the survey.  The 
response rate for this study reached an adequate percentage of 75, since a 
response rate over 70% is considered good in survey research (Nardi, 2003).  
          Information contained in the surveys was transferred to a computer 
program (SPSS 14.0).  The researcher calculated each survey’s combined score 
and categorized it by teacher’s viewpoint (constructivist, eclectic, or traditional). 
The researcher also calculated individual scores of beliefs and practices. 
From the sample of 76 teachers, the researcher selected a stratified 
random sample of 12 potential participants (4 from each literacy viewpoint) for 
the second part of the study.  Potential participants were matched by years of 
teaching experience and educational level.  After that, 6 teachers (2 from each 
literacy viewpoint: constructivist, eclectic, and traditional) were purposively 
selected to participate in the second part of the study.   
The researcher contacted the individual teachers and each school’s 
principal in order to confirm their availability to participate in the second part of 
the study. As a measure to provide additional evidence about the teachers’ 
literacy viewpoint and congruence of their literacy beliefs and practices, the 
researcher scheduled and conducted interviews and classroom observations with 
the teachers.  The researcher used Wing’s (1989) interview protocol designed for 
teachers and directors.  The protocol consisted of five semistructured questions 
about their beliefs and practices regarding literacy teaching and learning.  The 
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interview probed the following issues: teachers’ perspective on literacy teaching 
and learning, the nature of the reading and writing activities in their classrooms, 
and the uses and functions of literacy in their instructional settings. The interview 
protocol included the following questions:  
 
1. In your professional opinion how do children learn how to read and write? 
 
2. What do you believe are the most important things that help children learn how 
to read and write?  Why? 
 
3. What are the signs that a child is ready to read and write?  Why? 
 
4. What types of activities do you provide to promote reading and writing? Why? 
 
5. What is the schedule of the day? 
 
 
In addition to the interviews, the researcher conducted an average of four 
consecutive hours of observation of each teacher, during literacy instruction, in 
order to corroborate and supplement the data collected through the self-report 
instrument.  Observations of literacy instruction were registered in a form 
elaborated by the researcher, based on the format of an instrument, designed by 
Olson and Singer (1994) to record classroom observations (see Figure 1).  The 
instrument focused on particular aspects of literacy instruction embedded in the 
LOS.  The researcher analyzed teachers’ observations and responses to the 
interview questions based on the definitions of teaching practices delineated by 
Lenski et al. (1998) (see Table 5).  
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Figure 1. Observation Instrument 
The researcher analyzed and coded teachers’ responses to the interview 
questions and classroom observations as traditional, eclectic, or constructivist. 
As a measure to check for reliability, a second “coder” with a specialization in 
language arts, also analyzed and coded the responses.   A prevalence of codes 
in traditional, eclectic, or constructivist viewpoints established each teacher’s 
consistency or inconsistency with the self-reported literacy orientation.  The 
researcher interviewed and observed a total of seven teachers, from the sample 
of potential participants in order to select the six teachers for the second part of 
the study. Since one of the teachers who was categorized as eclectic based on 
the LOS, did not correspond to her own reported literacy viewpoint another 
teacher from the remaining sample of potential participants was selected.   
          Once the group of six participating teachers (two from each literacy 
viewpoint) was established, the researcher selected the participating students.  
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The researcher explained the study to students’ parents and obtained their 
permission through the Spanish version of an IRB-approved parental informed 
consent form (see Appendix D).   
Each teacher’s list was used to select a stratified random sample of eight 
students:  four low ability readers and four high ability readers. Reading ability 
was first established based on each teacher’s judgment and verified by the 
researcher using running records as an assessment procedure.  
Table 5 
Lenski’s Definitions of Teaching Practices  
Teacher’s Viewpoint 
  
                Characteristics 
 
Traditional  • Uses traditional reading methods 
such as basal reading instruction. 
• Teaches using primarily direct 
         instruction. 
• Think of students as “blank  
         slates”. 
 
Eclectic 
 
 
 
 
• Uses some traditional methods 
and some constructivist practices. 
• Uses conflicting instructional 
methods. 
• Unsure about how students learn. 
 
Constructivist 
 
• Uses whole texts and integrated 
instruction. 
• Teaches using primarily an inquiry 
approach. 
• Views students as using prior 
knowledge to construct meaning.  
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Once participating students were selected, the researcher scheduled 
individual interviews with the students. Before conducting each interview, the 
researcher requested the student’s assent to participate in the study.   The 
researcher explained the instructions to the students and conducted the 
individual interviews.  Students’ responses were recorded on audiotape and the 
researcher took brief field notes in some instances. 
 After finishing the interviews, the researcher transcribed students’ 
responses from the audio recordings.  Answers to each question were classified 
into the three major categories delineated by Wing (1989):  (1) holistic/reader 
based orientation; (2) specific skills/test-based orientation; and (3) influence of 
children’s homes and other experiences.  Students’ responses were coded as 
holistic/reader based (WH) if they refer to units larger than a word, relate to the 
functions of reading and writing, or refer to incidental learning.  Responses were 
coded as specific skills/test-based (ST) if they refer to words, letters, sounding 
out, direct instruction, practicing, or copying.  Responses regarding family or 
other events outside of school were coded as influence of home and other 
experiences (HO). In the case of answers with multiple parts, more than one 
code was used.  The prevalence of codes in WH, ST, or HO was used to 
categorize students’ conceptions of reading and writing.  
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Data Analysis  
The research questions concerned with the first part of the study were: 
(1) What are the literacy beliefs of first-grade teachers?  (2)To what extent are 
first-grade teachers literacy beliefs aligned with their practices?  (3)Are there 
demographic differences among teachers whose beliefs correspond to a 
constructivist, an eclectic, or traditional viewpoint?  In order to answer these 
questions the researcher analyzed teachers’ responses to the LOS using SPSS 
software (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences), Version 14.0.  
Question 1.  Information on the surveys was transferred to a computer 
program (SPSS).  The combined score of the LOS was calculated and used to 
categorize teachers according to their literacy beliefs and practices as 
constructivist, eclectic, or traditional (90-110 traditional, 111-125 eclectic, and 
126-145 constructivist). Mean scores, frequency, and percentage of teachers by 
theoretical viewpoint were also calculated in order to describe the nature of first-
grade teachers’ literacy beliefs.    
Question 2. The researcher also calculated individual scores for beliefs 
and practices in each survey. In accordance with the LOS, scores for the belief 
and practice statements are compared to check whether teachers’ literacy beliefs 
and practices are aligned or correspond to the same viewpoint, as categorized by 
the LOS. If the score for beliefs is closest to 51, these beliefs are categorized as 
traditional, a score closest to 61 is categorized as eclectic, and a score closest to 
69 is categorized as constructivist.  Similarly, if the score for practices is closest 
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to 51, these practices are categorized as traditional, a score closest to 56 is 
categorized as eclectic, and a score closest to 63 is categorized as constructivist.   
However, in the present study, due to the possibility of scores on beliefs 
and practices equally close to more than one viewpoint, a paired t-test was 
conducted in order to determine alignment between teachers’ literacy beliefs and 
practices.   Since the difference between belief and practice scores should be 
small in order to be congruent, a statistically significant difference in means (for 
belief and practice scores) would suggest a lack of alignment between beliefs 
and practices.  
Observational data were also used to address whether there was 
congruence in teachers’ self-reported literacy beliefs and practices.  The 
researcher interviewed and observed a subset of the sample of participating 
teachers.  Teachers’ observations and interviews were analyzed in light of the 
definitions of teaching practices delineated by Lenski et al. (1998).      
Question 3.  The researcher calculated and summarized frequencies and 
percentages of teachers’ age, experience, and educational level.  In order to 
address demographic differences among teachers whose literacy beliefs 
correspond to a constructivist, eclectic, or traditional viewpoint the researcher 
used a multiple regression analysis to explore relationships between teachers’ 
LOS total scores (used to categorize teachers’ viewpoint) and teachers’ age, 
educational level, and teaching experience.      
The second part of this study focused on investigating the relationship 
between teachers’ literacy beliefs and children’s conceptions of reading and 
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writing.  The research questions related to this purpose were:  (1) To what extent 
are teachers’ literacy beliefs related to children’s conceptions about reading and 
writing? (2) Are there any differences in conceptions about reading and writing 
among children whose teachers hold differing literacy beliefs? 
          Questions 1and 2.  The researcher conducted a chi-square test to 
determine differences in conceptions about reading and writing among children 
whose teachers hold differing literacy beliefs.  Since the data were categorical 
(teacher’s literacy beliefs were classified as:  constructivist, eclectic or traditional 
and children’s conceptions about literacy were classified as holistic/reader based, 
specific skills/test based, or influenced by children’s home/other experiences) a 
chi-square test was appropriate.  The chi-square test “is used to analyze data 
that are reported in categories” (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1996, p. 220). The data 
analysis was conducted using SPSS software, Version 14.0.   
          Frequencies of the students’ coded responses were calculated and 
students’ conceptions of reading and writing were categorized according to the 
appropriate codes.  The researcher generated a cross-tabulation with the 
expected and observed frequencies for students’ conceptions about reading and 
writing by teacher’s literacy viewpoint.  A chi-square analysis was conducted to 
determine differences in conceptions among students whose teachers held 
differing theoretical viewpoint. 
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Similarly, the researcher calculated expected and observed frequencies 
for students’ conceptions of reading and writing by reading ability. A chi-square 
analysis also served to examine the relationship between students’ conceptions 
of reading and writing and their reading ability. 
This chapter has explained the methods used in this study.  The next 
chapter presents the results obtained by those methods.  
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Chapter 4 
Results 
As stated in the first chapter, the study reported here had two main 
purposes.  The first was to examine and describe first-grade teachers’ literacy 
beliefs and practices. The second purpose was to investigate the relationship 
between teachers’ literacy beliefs and their students’ conceptions about reading 
and writing.  
This chapter reports the results of the present study.  The chapter is 
organized in terms of the specific research questions concerned with these 
purposes.  
Teachers’ Literacy Beliefs and Practices 
The first part of the study was concerned with the examination and 
description of first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs.  The pertinent research 
questions were as follows:  (1) What are the literacy beliefs of first-grade 
teachers?  (2) To what extent are first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs aligned 
with their practices?  (3) Are there demographic differences among teachers 
whose literacy beliefs correspond to a constructivist, an eclectic, or a traditional 
viewpoint? 
The first question focused on the description of first-grade teachers’ 
literacy beliefs.  A total of 76 first-grade teachers (75%) completed the Survey.  
Participants had an average of 10 or more years teaching experience and were 
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an average of 45-48 years old.  All participants held a Bachelor’s degree and 
20% held a Masters degree.   
In order to answer the first question, the combined score (scores for the 
15 belief statements and the 15 practice statements) of the LOS was calculated 
and used to categorize teachers according to their literacy beliefs and practices 
as constructivist, eclectic, or traditional.  The results of the respondents’ surveys 
are summarized in Table 6.   
Table 6 
LOS Score Mean, Frequency and Percentage of Teachers by Theoretical 
Viewpoint 
Theoretical 
Viewpoint 
     N        M SD % 
Traditional 
Eclectic 
Constructivist 
 
Total 
     38 
     34 
     4 
 
     76 
 
    103.13 
    117.62 
    131.50 
 
    111.11 
6.763 
3.962 
2.38 
 
10.165 
50.0 
44.7 
5.3 
 
100 
 
 
As shown in Table 6, the largest number of teachers (n= 38, 50%) 
corresponded to a traditional viewpoint, according to the LOS total scores.  A 
large number (n=34, 44.7%) indicated an eclectic viewpoint, and the smallest 
number of teachers (n= 4, 5.3%) corresponded to a constructivist viewpoint.  
          The second question addressed whether there was congruence in 
teachers’ self-reported literacy beliefs and practices.  The relationship between 
teachers’ scores for beliefs and practices, as measured by the LOS, was 
explored using Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient.  The results of 
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the analysis indicated a relationship between teachers’ scores for beliefs and 
practices (r=.56, n=76).  Table 7 provides descriptive statistics for teachers’ 
scores for beliefs and practices . 
Table 7 
Teachers’ Scores for Beliefs and Practices:  Descriptive Statistics (N=76) 
 M  SD Minimum   Maximum Skewness Kurtosis 
Beliefs 
Practices 
Total 
56.50 
55.42 
111.11 
4.646 
9.804 
10.165 
  43 
  31 
  81 
   66 
   99 
   135  
 
-.227 
.824 
-.319 
-.179 
4.476 
.657 
 
A paired t-test was also conducted on teachers’ beliefs scores and 
practices scores to determine if there was any significant difference.  The results 
of the paired t- test (see Table 8) did not indicate any significant difference 
between teachers’ self-reported literacy beliefs and practices, t (75) = .882, p> 
.05, which suggests that first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs were congruent with 
their practices.  
Table 8  
Paired T-Test of Teachers’ Self Reported Literacy Beliefs and Practices  
 M SD SE t p 
Beliefs 
Practices 
 
Beliefs- 
Practices 
56.50 
55.42 
 
 
1.079 
4.64 
9.80 
 
 
10.66 
.533 
1.12 
 
 
1.22 
 
 
 
 
.882 
 
 
.381 
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However, a subset of potential participants was observed and interviewed 
in order to select a sample of six first-grade teachers for the second part of the 
study.  Observational data were used to categorize teachers as congruent or 
incongruent with their self-reported literacy beliefs.  As a result, 86% of the 
teachers observed and interviewed were found to be congruent with their self-
reported literacy beliefs, as assessed by the LOS.   
The remaining 14% corresponded to one of the potential participants, 
categorized as eclectic based on the LOS.  However, after analyzing 
observational data, the researcher determined the teacher’s reported literacy 
orientation inconsistent with the observed practices.  Teacher’s observational 
data revealed an instructional approach compatible with a traditional literacy 
viewpoint characterized by an emphasis on phonics, skills, and the use of 
phonics exercises as prevailing materials for literacy instruction.  Table 9 shows 
the number of teachers observed, teaching in ways congruent and incongruent 
with their self-reported literacy beliefs.  This finding suggests that teachers’ 
literacy beliefs and practices are not always aligned. 
Table 9 
Number of Teachers Observed as Congruent and Incongruent with their  
Self-Reported Beliefs 
 Traditional Eclectic Constructivist Total 
Consistent 
Inconsistent         
       2     2 
    1 
          2    6 
   1 
Total       2    3                               2    7 
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Teachers’ observations and interviews were analyzed in light of the 
definitions of teaching practices delineated by Lenski et al. (1998).  The observed 
practices described in Table 10 were the result of the observations and 
interviews conducted with participating teachers that were found congruent with 
their self-reported literacy beliefs.  Sample quotes from teachers’ interviews are 
presented in Table 11. 
Table 10 
Observed Literacy Practices of Participating Teachers by Theoretical Viewpoint 
Teachers’ Theoretical Viewpoint             Observed Practices 
 
Traditional • Emphasis on phonics and skills 
• Emphasis on memory and repetition of sounds, 
letters, and words 
• Focus on decoding, handwriting, and copying 
• Reading and writing are taught as separate 
subjects 
• Direct instruction and large group 
activities most of the time  
 
Eclectic • Use trade books as means to introduce and 
emphasize particular sounds, letters, and words 
• Writing activities consists of copying (words, 
sentences, etc.)  
• A reading center is available for students to use 
after completing a task or during recess 
• Classroom is arranged in small groups or work 
stations, but students work individually  
 
Constructivist • Trade books and children’s literature are a main 
component of literacy instruction 
• Emphasis on reading comprehension (reading 
aloud, discussion of the stories and illustrations, 
story retelling and rewriting) 
• Writing activities included students’ responses to 
stories, experience charts, etc.  
• Whole group instruction, small group instruction 
and one-to-one instruction 
• Reading materials are available and used by 
students during different periods 
• Content areas are taught through thematic units 
in an integrated fashion 
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Table 11 
Illustrative Quotes from Participating Teachers’ Interviews  
Teachers’  
Literacy 
Viewpoint 
Question:   
In your professional 
opinion, how do children 
learn how to read and 
write? 
Question: 
What do you believe are 
the most important 
things that help children 
learn how to read and 
write? 
Question: 
What type of activities do 
you provide to promote 
reading and writing? 
Traditional • “They have to learn 
the letters, all the 
vowels and then the 
consonants.” 
• “Learning the 
sounds.” 
• “To learn the letters 
and sounds.” 
• “Repetition and 
practice.” 
• “Dictation tests, 
charts, and 
workbooks.” 
• “To practice ‘today’s 
sound’, the 
alphabet, identifying 
the letter that each 
picture begins with, 
etc.” 
 
 
Eclectic 
 
• “They begin 
recognizing letters 
and sight words in 
different contexts.” 
• “From whole to 
parts.  For instance, 
they need to know 
that words are 
made by letters and 
then to recognize 
the letters.”   
 
• “Child’s maturity and 
a structured routine 
to practice reading 
and writing every 
day.” 
• “A variety of 
materials: flash 
cards, books, 
experience charts, 
and worksheets.” 
 
• “I like to use big 
books. First, I 
introduce the new 
words, we read the 
story and then we 
work on 
comprehension, 
vocabulary, and 
grammar.” 
• “We review the 
alphabet 
emphasizing the 
sounds, we practice 
reading with 
flashcards and 
charts, and read 
books for 
comprehension.” 
 
 
Constructivist 
 
• “It is a natural 
process, they learn 
through their life-
experiences.” 
• “First of all, they 
need to be 
motivated to read, 
they learn through 
interesting activities, 
they learn as they 
play with language.” 
 
• “Interesting books 
and stories, and 
their home 
experiences.” 
• “Concrete 
experiences and 
their parents’ help.” 
 
• “We read aloud a 
book and talk about 
it.  Sometimes we 
make books and art 
activities related to 
the stories.”   
• We use word- 
games, we read and 
retell stories, we talk 
about the pictures, 
sometimes they 
write or make 
drawings bout the 
story.” 
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Literacy practices of traditional teachers were based on a synthetic 
method that emphasized isolated units of language (sounds/letters), and 
instruction was focused on “mechanical” aspects of reading and writing.  In the 
case of eclectic teachers, they combined elements associated with traditional 
approaches and some constructivist practices such as the use of children’s 
books during instruction but with a skill-based orientation.  On the other hand, 
constructivist teachers demonstrated more holistic practices, since whole texts 
and the construction of meaning were focal components of literacy instruction. 
However, even though the observed teachers showed fundamental differences 
regarding their theoretical viewpoint, they also exhibited some parallel practices.  
All teachers seemed to provide more time and attention to reading over writing 
instruction.  Even teachers categorized as constructivist, in this study, devoted 
less time and effort to writing instruction.    
The third question of the study addressed whether there were 
demographic differences among teachers whose literacy beliefs correspond to a 
constructivist, an eclectic, or a traditional viewpoint.  Table 12 shows and 
summarizes participants’ demographic information on age, teaching experience, 
and educational level.  In order to look at the bivariate relationships between 
teachers’ theoretical viewpoint and their age and teaching experience, the 
researcher conducted two separate ANOVA.  The analysis showed no 
statistically significant difference in teachers’ age (F(2, 58)=.401, p>.05) and 
years of teaching experience (F (2, 69)=.29, p>.05) by teachers’ literacy 
viewpoint.  
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The relationship between teachers’ theoretical viewpoint and their 
educational level was examined by Chi-square analysis.  The results indicated no 
significant relationship between teachers’ literacy viewpoint and their educational 
level (x² (2)= 2.27, p>.05). 
Table 12 
Teachers’ Age, Experience, and Educational Level by Theoretical Viewpoint 
Theoretical 
Viewpoint 
Demographics Frequencies Cumulative 
          Percent 
Traditional Age 
       21-24 
       25-28 
       29-32 
       33-36 
       37-40 
       41-44 
       45-48+ 
      Missing Data 
      Total 
Experience 
       1-3 
       4-6 
       7-9 
       10+ 
       Missing Data 
       Total 
Educational Level 
       Bachelors 
       Masters 
       Ph.D. 
       Missing Data 
       Total 
 
 
       0 
       2 
       2 
       4 
       6 
       4 
      14 
       6 
       38 
 
       2 
       5 
       5 
       25 
       1 
       38 
 
       33 
       5 
       0 
       0 
       38 
 
 
6.3 
12.5 
25.0 
43.8 
56.3 
100 
 
 
 
5.4 
18.9 
32.4 
100 
 
 
 
86.8 
100 
   
 
 
Eclectic 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Age 
       21-24  
       25-28 
       29-32 
       33-36 
       37-40 
       41-44 
       45-48+ 
      Missing Data 
      Total 
Experience 
       1-3 
       4-6 
       7-9 
       10+ 
       Missing Data 
       Total 
Educational Level 
       Bachelors 
       Masters 
       Ph.D. 
       Missing Data 
       Total 
        
       0 
       2 
       3 
       4 
       4 
       8 
       5 
       8 
       34 
 
       0 
       1 
       7 
       23 
       3 
       34 
 
       24 
       9 
       0 
       1 
      34 
 
 
 
7.7 
19.2 
34.6 
50.0 
80.8 
100 
 
 
 
 
3.2 
25.8 
100 
 
 
 
72.7 
100 
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Table 12 (Continued). 
 
Theoretical 
Viewpoint 
Demographics Frequencies Cumulative 
          Percent 
 
Constructivist 
 
Age 
       21-24  
       25-28 
       29-32 
       33-36 
       37-40 
       41-44 
       45-48+ 
      Missing Data 
      Total 
Experience 
       1-3 
       4-6 
       7-9 
       10+ 
       Missing Data 
       Total 
Educational Level 
       Bachelors 
       Masters 
       Ph.D. 
       Missing Data 
       Total 
 
       
      0 
      0 
      0 
      0 
      1 
      1 
      1 
      1 
      4 
 
       0 
       0 
 
 
 
       1 
       3 
       0 
       4 
 
       3 
       1  
       0 
       0 
       4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
33.3 
66.7 
100 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
25.0 
100 
 
 
 
75.0 
100 
 
    
 
The survey responses were also examined using a multiple regression 
analysis to examine relationships between teachers’ LOS total scores (which 
categorized teachers by theoretical viewpoint) and teachers’ age, educational 
level, and teaching experience. The assumptions of normality and 
multicollinearity were considered.  Data screenings suggested that the 
assumption of normality did not appear to be violated.  In order test for 
multicollinearity, intercorrelations between the predictor variables were 
examined. No intercorrelations of .90 or above were found, indicating that the 
independent variables were not correlated with one another (Muijs, 2004).  
Outliers were screened for using standardized residuals.  Outliers are defined as 
cases that have standardized residual values above 3.0 or below -3.0 (Pallant, 
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2005). The results indicated one case with a residual value of -3.008.  However, 
this case represents less than 10 percent of the sample which is considered 
unproblematic (Mujis, 2004).  The results of the multiple regression, shown in 
Table 13, indicate that no statistically significant relationship was found between 
teachers’ LOS scores and their age, educational level, and teaching experience.   
Table 13 
Multiple Regression Analysis for Teachers’ LOS Total Scores Related to Age, 
Educational Level and Teaching Experience (N=76) 
 B SE B β 
Constant 
Age 
Educational Level 
Experience 
107.09 
3.66 
7.06 
-.005 
2.83 
4.34 
3.46 
4.34 
 
.17 
.28 
.00 
Note. R² =.08 (ps<.001). 
Teachers’ Beliefs and their Students’ Conceptions of Reading and Writing 
          The second part of this study focused on investigating the relationship 
between teachers’ literacy beliefs and their students’ conceptions about reading 
and writing.  The research questions related to this purpose were as follows:   
(1) To what extent are teachers’ literacy beliefs related to children’s conceptions 
about reading and writing?  (2) Are there any differences in conceptions about 
reading among children whose teachers hold differing literacy beliefs? 
          A total of six first-grade teachers (two from each literacy viewpoint), 
matched by years of experience and educational level, participated in the second 
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part of the study.  Participating teachers were selected from a stratified random 
sample of 12 potential participants (four from each literacy viewpoint:  traditional, 
eclectic, or constructivist).   
          A total of 48 first-grade students participated in the second part of the 
study.  A simple random sample of 8 students, stratified by reading ability (high 
achieving readers and low achieving readers) was selected from the classrooms 
of each of the six teachers who represented the three differing literacy beliefs.  
Students’ responses to the interview protocol were transcribed and coded as 
holistic/reader-based (WH), skills/test-based (ST), or influence of home and other 
experiences (HO). Frequencies of the coded responses were calculated and 
students’ conceptions about reading and writing were categorized according to 
their prevalent codes.   
          Most of the first-grade students’ conceptions about reading and writing 
were categorized as ST (68.8%), whereas a smaller number of conceptions were 
categorized as WH (31.3%).  Even though several students’ responses were 
coded as HO, this category was not prevalent for any of the participants.   
Sample quotes from students’ interviews are presented in Table 14 in order to 
illustrate each category of students’ conceptions about reading and writing. 
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Table 14 
Participants’ Reading and Writing Conceptions Categories with Sample Quotes 
Reading and Writing Conceptions Categories        Sample Quotes 
 
Skills/test-based (ST) 
 
• “You have to look at the letters and say 
the letters.” 
• “You have to practice reading.  First, 
you make the sounds very slowly.” 
• “You have to repeat what the teacher 
says.” 
 
Holistic/reader-based (WH) 
 
•  “You have to think things about the 
story.” 
• “When I write, I take my pencil first and 
I write, then I make drawings and 
paintings. 
• “I just take a book and open the book 
and begin to read.” 
 
Home and other experiences (HO) 
 
• “Sometimes, I ask my sister to help me.  
She tells me the words and I write 
them.” 
• “My uncle and my grandmother read a 
lot, they go to church and read many 
stories.” 
• “When I was five years-old I wrote ‘I 
love you’ to my mom.” 
 
Table 15 presents a cross-tabulation with the expected and observed 
frequencies for the students’ conceptions about reading and writing by teacher’s 
literacy viewpoint.  Interestingly, the observed frequencies of skills/test-based 
and holistic/reader-based literacy conceptions among students whose teachers 
held a traditional and eclectic literacy viewpoint were equal.  However, students 
whose teachers held a constructivist point of view exhibited fewer frequencies of 
skills/test-based conceptions and more frequencies of holistic/reader-based 
conceptions than the students whose teachers held a traditional or an eclectic 
literacy viewpoint.    
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Table 15 
Expected and Observed Frequencies for Students’ Literacy Conceptions by 
Teacher’s Viewpoint (N=48) 
 
 
Teacher’s Viewpoint Total 
   
Traditional Eclectic Constructivist 
 
Count 13 13 7 33 
Expected Count 11.0 11.0 11.0 33.0 
% within Literacy 
Conceptions 
39.4% 39.4% 21.2% 100.0% 
% within Teacher’s 
Viewpoint 
81.3% 81.3% 43.8%     68.8% 
ST 
% of Total 27.1% 27.1% 14.6%     68.8% 
Count 3 3 9 15 
Expected Count 5.0 5.0 5.0 15.0 
% within Literacy 
Conceptions 
20.0% 20.0% 60.0% 100.0% 
% within Teacher’s 
Viewpoint 
18.8% 18.8% 56.3% 31.3% 
Literacy 
Conceptions 
WH 
% of Total 6.3% 6.3% 18.8% 31.3% 
Count 16 16       16       48 
Expected Count 16.0 16.0        16.0 48.0 
% within Literacy 
Conceptions 
33.3% 33.3% 33.3% 100.0% 
% within Teacher’s 
Viewpoint 
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
Total 
% of Total 33.3% 33.3% 33.3% 100.0% 
 
A chi-square analysis was conducted to determine differences in 
conceptions about reading and writing among children whose teachers held 
differing theoretical viewpoints.  The results of the analysis indicated a 
statistically significant association between teacher’s literacy viewpoint and 
students’ conceptions about reading and writing (x² (2) = 6.98, p<.05).  First-
grade students whose teachers held a constructivist literacy viewpoint seemed to 
have more holistic/reader-based conceptions of reading and writing, whereas 
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students whose teachers held a traditional or an eclectic literacy viewpoint 
seemed to have more skills/test-based conceptions of reading and writing.  Table 
16 presents quotes from the participants’ interviews that illustrate differences 
among first-grade students' conceptions about reading and writing by teachers’ 
literacy viewpoint. 
Illustrative quotes, included in Table 16, are representative of the 
observed differences in conceptions about reading and writing among first-grade 
students whose teachers hold differing literacy beliefs. Students whose teachers 
hold a traditional literacy viewpoint tended to focus their definitions of reading 
and writing on isolated skills and small units of language such as letters or words. 
Similarly, students with eclectic teachers also emphasized skills and small units 
of language; defining reading and writing as mechanized activities or drills. These 
responses were categorized as reading and writing conceptions with a skills/test-
based orientation.  On the other hand, students whose teachers hold a 
constructivist literacy viewpoint showed more holistic responses, emphasizing 
book reading, texts, functions of reading and writing, and the construction of 
meaning.  These types of responses were categorized as reading and writing 
conceptions with a holistic/reader-based orientation.   
Students’ quotes included in Table 15 represent segments of the students’ 
responses to the interview.  Even though students’ definitions of reading such as 
“To practice the book” and “To open a book and look at it” might seem similar, they had 
different connotations that were evident through the course of the interviews.  Definitions 
such as “practicing the book” or “practicing the words” were related to classroom 
  102
activities were students read aloud passages from a book as a mechanical exercise, 
emphasizing fluency and accuracy but overlooking the construction of meaning.  On the 
other hand, a response such as “To open a book and look at it” was followed by the 
student’s comments regarding the story and the pictures of the book; demonstrating a 
conception of reading as a meaningful activity and books as meaningful material. 
Table 16 
Students’ Quotes about the Nature of Reading and Writing by Teachers’ Literacy 
Viewpoint 
Teachers’  
Literacy 
Viewpoint 
 
Conceptions about the 
Nature of Reading:  
Students’ Quotes 
(What do you think reading is?) 
Conceptions about the 
Nature of Writing: 
Students’ Quotes 
(What do you think writing is?) 
Traditional • “To look at the letters.” 
• “To say the letters.” 
• “To study for the test.” 
• “To practice the words.” 
• “You have to recognize the letters 
and you have to be aware so you do 
not make a mistake.” 
• “To write on the line.” 
• “Moving the pencil and doing all the 
work.” 
• “To make letters with your hands.” 
• “To copy the words that the teacher 
says.” 
• “To write letters and numbers.” 
 
Eclectic • “To learn the letters.” 
• “To study the words.” 
• “To practice the book.” 
• “To practice the words.” 
• “To look at the words and say the 
words.” 
• “To make a list of words.” 
• “To do homework.” 
• “To write what the book says.” 
• “To copy the topic and the 
homework.” 
• “If the teacher writes something on 
the board you have to write it too.” 
 
Constructivist • “To open a book and look at it.” 
• “To think about the story.” 
• “To read a story to someone and 
look at the pictures.” 
• “It is nice because you read about 
adventures.” 
• “It is fun and it helps you to know 
what you have to do.” 
• “You have to think about what you 
are going to write about and then 
you do it.” 
• “Sometimes you have to think 
something about the story that you 
read.” 
• “You look at things, like trees, and 
you write about them.” 
• “To write and then to draw lions, 
flowers, and children.” 
• “To write the title of the story that 
you read.” 
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Despite the differences in conceptions about reading and writing among 
students whose teachers hold differing beliefs, the analysis of the results also 
indicated some similarities.  Most of the students referred to peers and family 
members as examples of readers and good readers; demonstrated more ability 
to articulate their conceptions of reading than writing; and appeared to 
conceptualize literacy learning as a function of school instruction. 
Students’ conceptions of reading and writing with regard to their reading 
ability were also examined by chi-square analysis.   The results indicated no 
significant relationship between students’ conceptions of reading and writing and 
their reading ability group (x² (1) = 0.87, p>.05).   Table 17 shows a cross-
tabulation with the expected and observed frequencies for students’ literacy 
conceptions by reading ability. 
Even though no significant relationship was found, there is an interesting 
trend evident (see Figure 2).  First-grade students categorized as low achieving 
readers exhibited more frequencies for skills/test-based literacy conceptions and 
fewer frequencies for holistic/reader-based conceptions than students 
categorized as high achieving readers.  In contrast, high achieving readers 
tended to exhibit a smaller number of frequencies for skills/test-based literacy 
conceptions and more frequencies for holistic/reader-based literacy conceptions 
than students low achieving readers. 
 
 
 
  104
Table 17 
Expected and Observed Frequencies for Students’ Literacy Conceptions by 
Reading Ability (N=48) 
 Reading Ability Total 
 
 
  
Low 
Achieving 
 High 
 Achieving 
 
Count        18       15      33 
Expected Count 16.5       16.5 33.0 
% within Literacy 
Conceptions 
    54.5% 45.5%  100.0% 
% within Ability Group     75.0% 62.5%    68.8% 
ST 
% of Total     37.5% 31.3%     68.8% 
Count          6 9      15 
Expected Count 7.5 7.5 15.0 
% within Literacy 
Conceptions 
 40.0% 60.0%  100.0% 
% within Ability Group  25.0% 37.5% 31.3% 
Literacy 
Conceptions 
WH 
% of Total       12.5% 18.8% 31.3% 
Count       24        24 48 
Expected Count       24.0        24.0    48.0 
% within Literacy 
Conceptions 
50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 
% within Ability Group 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
Total 
% of Total 50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 
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Figure 2. Literacy Conceptions by Reading Ability. 
This chapter presented the results of the study.  The next and final chapter 
discusses the research findings and their relationship with previous 
investigations. In addition, the final chapter discusses the implications of these 
findings for literacy teaching and learning in early childhood. 
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Chapter 5 
Discussion 
          This chapter presents an overview of the present study and a summary of 
the results. The findings of the study, its relationship to previous research, and 
their implications for early childhood and for literacy teaching and learning are 
discussed. 
Overview 
          The prominence of literacy achievement is evident within today’s 
educational discourse. The passage of the No Child Left Behind legislation in 
2002 has contributed to an enhanced public awareness of the importance of 
literacy instruction (Young & Draper, 2006). Linked to No Child Left Behind were 
initiatives to improve literacy learning and teaching, an emphasis on the 
accountability of both schools and teachers, and research-based instructional 
interventions (Shapiro, 2006).  Consequently, increasing attention has been 
given to the teacher’s role in effective literacy instruction (Allington, 2002; 
Pressley, 2001; Poulson & Avramidis, 2003; Poulson et al., 2001; Seung-Yoeun, 
2005; Taylor et al., 2002; Wray et al., 2002).   
          Some studies have focused on the practices of outstanding or exemplary 
literacy teachers and their relationship to student achievement (Pressley, 2001; 
Poulson et al., 2001; Taylor et al., 2002).    Research on literacy teachers has 
revealed that effective teachers own vast knowledge about literacy and 
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consistent philosophies about literacy teaching (Wray, et al., 2002).  Teachers’ 
philosophies include particular beliefs about the nature and learning of reading 
and writing that seem to be internally consistent with their practices (Burgess et 
al., 1999; Wray et al., 2002).  It appears that teachers’ literacy beliefs play a role 
in quality teaching (Poulson et al., 2001). 
Research on teachers’ beliefs has shown that teachers conceptualize 
literacy learning in different ways (DeFord, 1985; Duffy & Metheny, 1979; Fang, 
1996; Harste & Burke, 1977; Lenski et al., 1998; Wray et al., 2002). Teachers’ 
literacy beliefs have been categorized by their theoretical orientation including 
different reading models (Duffy & Metheny, 1979); reading approaches, such as 
phonics skills, or whole language (DeFord, 1985); and various theoretical points 
of view such as constructivist, traditional or eclectic (Lenski et al., 1998).   
The influence of teachers’ beliefs in literacy instruction has been 
emphasized and documented by various studies and researchers (Braithwaite, 
1999; DeFord, 1985; Duffy & Metheny, 1979; Feng & Etheridge, 1993; Gove, 
1982; Lenski et al., 1998; Maxson, 1996; Richards, 2001; Wray et al., 2002).   It 
appears that teachers’ beliefs are related to the way teachers define and 
conceptualize literacy, the manner in which they construct their literacy learning 
environments, and their choice of instructional approaches or methods for 
literacy instruction.  However, it is important to recognize that the relationship 
between teachers’ beliefs and practices is not always consistent. Therefore, 
stronger evidence is necessary regarding the ways that their beliefs link to 
practice (Wray et al., 2002).   
  108
Teachers’ beliefs about literacy have been linked to students’ perceptions, 
conceptions, understandings, and performance regarding reading and writing 
(Fang, 1996; Harste & Burke, 1977; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989).  
Children’s conceptions of reading and writing comprise their definition of what 
literacy is, its nature, its purpose, and an understanding of the relationship 
between the reader and the text (Meloth, Book, Putnam, & Sivan, 1989; Moller, 
1999; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989).  Research suggests that these ideas 
and understandings could define and affect children’s later thinking and behavior 
as readers and writers (Rasinski & DeFord, 1985).  Moreover, some studies 
suggest a connection between teachers’ literacy beliefs and the way their 
students’ conceptualize reading and writing (Fang, 1996; Reutzel & Sabey, 1996; 
Wing, 1989). Nevertheless, both the literature and the research in this area are 
still sparse.   
The study of teachers’ beliefs represents a provocative and interesting 
topic, considering the significance of teachers in promoting literacy achievement, 
the impact of teachers’ thinking on their pedagogy, and the relationship between 
teachers’ literacy beliefs, their practices, and their students’ ideas and 
perspectives about reading and writing. Thus, the present study was conducted 
in order to examine and describe first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs and 
practices and to investigate the relationship between teachers’ literacy beliefs 
and their students’ conceptions of reading and writing.   
This study consisted of two parts.  For the first part of this study, a sample 
of 76 first-grade teachers, from two school districts, completed the Literacy 
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Orientation Survey (LOS). The combined score of the LOS was calculated and 
used to categorize teachers according to their literacy beliefs and practices as 
constructivist, eclectic, or traditional (90-110, traditional; 111-125, eclectic; 126-
145, constructivist).  A multiple regression analysis was used to explore 
relationships between teachers’ LOS total scores and teacher age, educational 
level, and teaching experience. The researcher also calculated individual scores 
for beliefs and practices in each survey.  A paired t-test was conducted in order 
to determine alignment between teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices.  
Observational data were also used to address whether there was congruence in 
teachers’ self-reported literacy beliefs and practices. 
After matching by years of experience and educational level, a stratified 
random sample of six teachers, two from each literacy viewpoint (traditional, 
eclectic, and constructivist), and 48 first-grade students was selected to 
participate in the second part of the study. A simple random sample of eight 
students (four low-achieving readers and four high-achieving readers) was 
selected from the classrooms of each of the six teachers, who represented the 
three differing literacy beliefs.  The researcher conducted individual interviews 
with the students, using Wing’s (1989) interview protocol, in order to assess their 
conceptions of reading and writing.  A chi-square analysis was conducted to 
determine differences in conceptions about reading and writing among children 
whose teachers held differing literacy beliefs. A chi-square analysis was also 
used to examine the relationship between students’ conceptions of reading and 
writing and their reading ability. 
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Findings of the Study 
          Teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices. The first purpose of this study was 
to examine and describe first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs.  As a primary 
finding, the results of the LOS, administered to the participating teachers, 
showed that most teachers’ reported literacy beliefs were consistent with a 
traditional viewpoint. A large number of teachers’ reported beliefs were 
consistent with an eclectic viewpoint, and the smallest number of teachers 
reported literacy beliefs were compatible with a constructivist viewpoint. 
          A second finding was that, based on the results of the LOS, most teachers’ 
literacy beliefs seemed to be congruent with their practices. However, 
observational data, on a subset of the sample of participating teachers, showed 
that beliefs and practices were not always aligned.   
Finally, as a third finding concerned with the nature of teachers’ literacy 
beliefs, no relationships were found between teachers’ literacy viewpoint and 
their age, educational level, and teaching experience. Thus, no demographic 
differences were found among teachers whose literacy beliefs corresponded to a 
constructivist, eclectic, or traditional viewpoint.   
Students’ conceptions of reading and writing. The second purpose of this 
study was to investigate the relationship between teachers’ literacy beliefs and 
their students’ conceptions about reading and writing. The major finding related 
to this purpose was that a significant association was found between teachers’ 
literacy viewpoint and their students’ conceptions about reading and writing.  
First-grade students whose teachers held a constructivist literacy viewpoint 
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seemed to have more holistic conceptions of literacy, whereas students whose 
teachers held a traditional or an eclectic literacy viewpoint seemed to have more 
skills or test-based conceptions of reading and writing. Thus, first-grade students’ 
ideas regarding the purposes and nature of reading and writing appear to be 
compatible with their teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices. This finding may 
have important implications for literacy teaching and learning in early childhood.    
          As an additional finding, no significant relationship was found between 
students’ conceptions of reading and writing and their reading ability.  However, 
low- achieving readers exhibited more skills or test-based conceptions and fewer 
holistic-based conceptions than high-achieving readers. In contrast, high-
achieving readers tended to exhibit fewer skills or test-based conceptions and 
more holistic-based conceptions than low-achieving readers.  
Relationship of the Current Study to Prior Research 
          Teachers’ literacy beliefs. This study was an initial attempt to examine and 
describe first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs in Puerto Rico. The results of this 
study indicated that most teachers’ appear to hold traditional literacy beliefs and 
practices, whereas a very small number of the participant teachers seem to hold 
literacy beliefs and practices categorized as constructivist. This means that 
literacy instruction for the majority of the participant teachers is characterized by 
traditional reading methods, direct instruction, and the assumption that literacy 
learning is the result of mastering particular skills (Lenski et al., 1998). In 
contrast, a holistic view of literacy and literacy instruction is held by a reduced 
number of teachers. These results were similar to the findings of previous 
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research (Feng & Etheridge, 1993) describing first-grade teachers’ theoretical 
orientation toward reading.  In the study conducted by Feng and Etheridge 
(1993), the majority of surveyed teachers reported a skills-based orientation to 
reading, which corresponds to a traditional literacy viewpoint; whereas the 
smallest number of teachers held a whole language theoretical orientation, which 
is compatible with a constructivist literacy viewpoint. Thus, despite the current 
conception of literacy as a construction, linked to social practices and functional 
competencies (Bloome, 1986, 2000; Cook-Gumperz, 1986; Hruby, 2001; Nolen, 
2001; Turner, 1995), for most participating teachers in this study, literacy still 
appears to be a set of discrete skills that presumes a mechanical approach to 
teaching and learning.  
          This study was also concerned with the congruency of teachers’ literacy 
beliefs and practices. Even though the statistical analysis of the teachers’ self-
reported literacy beliefs and practices scores did not show significant differences, 
observational data suggest that these aspects are not always congruent.  This 
finding is consistent with previous research showing inconsistency between 
teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices (Feng & Etheridge, 1993; Foote, Smith, & 
Ellis, 2004; Lenski et al., 1998). Therefore, the findings of the current 
investigation support the notion suggested by previous research about the 
complexity of the relationship between teachers’ beliefs and practices (Feng & 
Etheridge, 1993; Nelson, 1999).   
The lack of alignment between teachers’ beliefs and practices could be 
explained in light of factors such as teacher’s inexperience, lack of support, 
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restricted time for instruction, administrative and classroom life constraints, social 
realities (Fang, 1996; Schawn & Olafson, 2002), and the imbalance caused by a 
shift in beliefs (Lenski et al., 1998). Moreover, the use of self-report instruments 
to assess teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices, such as the LOS used in the 
first part of the current study, might be another factor related to inconsistency 
between teachers’ beliefs and practices.  That is, some teachers may have 
responded to these instruments as they think effective teachers should answer 
(Olson & Stinger, 1994), the inconsistency may be a function of their knowledge 
rather than their beliefs, since beliefs appear to be less receptive to external 
evaluation or critical analysis than knowledge (Nespor, 1987). Thus, the results 
of the current study regarding the congruency of teachers’ beliefs and practices 
confirm the importance of incorporating the use of supplementary measures to 
verify and substantiate the results obtained from self-report measures.   
In the present study no significant demographic differences were found 
among teachers whose literacy beliefs corresponded to constructivist, eclectic, or 
traditional viewpoints. However, previous descriptive studies addressing this 
relationship (Feng & Etheridge, 1993; Poulson et al., 2001; Seung-Yoeun, 2005) 
have shown mixed results.  In the study conducted by Feng and Etheridege 
(1993), results indicated that older teachers tended to have more traditional 
orientations to reading (phonics) whereas younger teachers tended to approach 
a holistic orientation (whole language); nevertheless, no differences were found 
between teachers’ reading orientation and their educational level. In contrast, in a 
similar study conducted in England, Poulson et al. (2001) found that younger age 
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and less experienced teachers tended to agree more with a phonics orientation 
than older age and more experienced teachers. According to the researchers, 
even though no significant differences were found between teachers’ theoretical 
orientation and their educational level, teachers with the highest education 
appeared to be more disapproving of phonics orientation and more positive 
toward the whole language orientation. More recently, in a study conducted in 
Korea, Seung-Yoeun (2005) also examined teachers’ literacy beliefs and their 
relationship with teacher age, educational degree, and years of teaching. The 
results indicated that educational degree was the only variable that appeared to 
be related to teachers’ literacy beliefs.  However, it is important to consider that, 
in Seung-Yoeun’s study, teachers’ educational level varied from a high school 
diploma to a masters degree, whereas, in the current investigation, the level 
varied from a bachelors to a masters degree.  Thus, the broader range of 
differences in educational levels among the Korean teachers might have 
contributed to a more significant relationship between these teachers’ beliefs and 
their educational level.   
The inconsistent results regarding the relationship of teachers’ beliefs and 
their age, educational level, and teaching experience suggest the possibility that 
differences in teachers’ beliefs might be associated with other factors.  As 
discussed in Chapter 2, several scholars and investigators support the idea that 
teachers’ beliefs are the result of their own experience as students (Nespor, 
1987; Pajares, 1992; Raths, 2001; Richardson, 2003; Yero, 2002). In view of that 
assertion, one could hypothesize that the nature of the teacher’s instruction, as a 
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student, might be more related to his or her literacy beliefs than age or teaching 
experience. Thus, there is a need to extend the study of this domain. 
          Teachers’ beliefs and students’ conceptions of reading and writing.  The 
results of the present study revealed a significant association between first-grade 
teachers’ literacy beliefs and their students’ conceptions about reading and 
writing. This implies that first-grade students’ ideas and perspectives regarding 
the nature and purposes of reading and writing appeared to be compatible with 
their teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices.   
In this study, first-grade students whose teachers held constructivist 
literacy beliefs demonstrated more holistic conceptions about reading and 
writing.  A significant number of student responses about understanding the 
nature of literacy emphasized the construction of meaning in reading and writing 
(“To think about a story.” “You have to think about what you are going to write 
about and then you do it.” “You have to think things about the story”). These 
responses also denoted a conception of reading and writing as processes that 
involve thinking which might suggest a level of metacognitive awareness that 
was not evident in the case of students with traditional and eclectic teachers.  
According to Garner (1994) a reader’s focus on making sense of the text rather 
than decoding is indicative of metacognition.   
On the other hand, most of the responses of students with eclectic and 
traditional teachers demonstrated reading and writing conceptions focused on 
skills and isolated units of language (“You need to observe the letters.” “You 
have to look at the letters and then say the letters.” “You have to look at the 
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words that your teacher writes on the board.”). The marked emphasis on letters, 
words, and decoding denotes a restricted and limited conception of literacy as a 
mechanical and meaningless activity. This focus on mechanical aspects of 
reading and writing appear to be congruent with the emphasis on decoding and 
skills of traditional and eclectic teachers in this study.   
The substantial differences in conceptions of reading and writing among 
students of teachers who held differing literacy viewpoints, as previously 
discussed, are consistent with the results of prior qualitative research (Reutzel & 
Sabey, 1996; Rasinski & DeFord, 1985, 1988). In these investigations, students 
whose teachers held traditional literacy orientations demonstrated literacy 
conceptions characterized by an emphasis on superficial aspects of reading and 
writing, such as letter-sound relationships, recognizing words in isolation, drilling, 
and practicing, as opposed to students with whole language teachers, whose 
literacy conceptions were more oriented toward meaning and books.  
The focus on the construction of meaning for the students with 
constructivist teachers was also extended to visual dimensions of the text, such 
as the pictures (“When I read a story to someone I read it and then I show them 
the pictures.” “You have to read the title of the book, then you read the letters 
and look at the pictures.” “When I write, I take my pencil first and I write, then I 
make drawings and paintings.”).  It appears that these students recognized the 
visual and verbal nature of texts and picture books.  This might imply a certain 
level of awareness and understanding of the dialogical relationship between 
words and images in books (Arzipe & Styles, 2003), which could be associated 
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with social practices around literacy in the context of purposeful tasks (Millard & 
Marsh, 2001) such as discussing stories and illustrations. Certainly, for the 
students with constructivist teachers, this implies the development of a broader 
view of literacy that includes the ability to read visual images and interpret visual 
texts. 
Most of the responses, of students with constructivist teachers regarding 
literacy learning or how does someone learns to read and write focused on 
experiences with books or whole texts. Thus, these students seemed to 
conceptualize books as mediating tools in literacy learning. This might also 
suggest the underlying idea of whole texts as a necessary condition for reading 
or, as Strommen and Fowles (1997) assert, the notion that readers read 
meaningful material. The significant role of books in literacy learning was also 
evident in their ideas of who a good reader is and what good readers do (“My 
friend, she is reading a story right now.” “My uncle and my grandmother, because 
they read a lot of stories and the Bible.” “My sister, because she took a book and 
read it to me.”).  
In contrast, most students with traditional and eclectic teachers qualified 
reading and good readers in terms of their ability to be fast and accurate (“My 
cousin, he is in second grade and he reads very fast.” When we have a new 
letter, Carlos always says it very fast.” “She says the words without making any 
mistake.”).  These findings in the current study are also consistent with those of 
Reutzel and Sabey (1996), which indicated that students of whole language 
teachers relied significantly more on reading books and their experiences with 
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books as key resources in learning and as indicators of someone’s literacy ability 
in comparison with students whose teachers held traditional orientations to 
reading.  
In this study, the students with traditional teachers exhibited a particular 
trend concerning their conceptions of literacy learning or of how does someone 
learns to read and write. More than half of their responses seemed to 
conceptualize literacy learning as a function of behavioral aspects (“You have to 
do what the teacher says.” “You have to be quiet.” “You need to pay attention to 
the teacher.” “You have to look at the words that your teacher write on the board 
and when you finish you need to put your head down.”). These responses 
stressed a behavioral conception of literacy that appears to be congruent with the 
traditional teachers’ literacy viewpoint that included a passive conception of the 
learner, emphasis on direct instruction, little support for student’s autonomy, and 
beliefs and practices of literacy as observable behaviors (handwriting, decoding). 
This finding is consistent with those of Borko and Eisenhart (1986) who found 
that students with teachers that focused more on decoding skills, student 
behavior, and instructional procedures tended to articulate conceptions of 
reading that relied on reading-appropriate behavior and on the materials and 
procedures related to their instruction.  
However, despite the differences in conceptions about reading and writing 
among students whose teachers held differing literacy beliefs, the results of this 
study also indicated some similarities. First, almost all students referred to peers 
and family members as examples of readers and good readers. This finding 
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concurred with the results of the exploratory study conducted by Reutzel and 
Sabey (1996), who indicated that first-grade students tended to identify parents 
and peers as models of good reading.   
Second, all students, regardless their teachers’ literacy viewpoint, 
demonstrated more ability to articulate their conceptions of reading than writing.  
This common element seems to be compatible with the fact that every teacher, in 
the current study, appeared to provide more time and attention to reading 
instruction in relation to writing. This issue has been addressed by Elbow (2004) 
who argues that there is a general conception of learning that relies primarily on 
reading; consequently, in most schools writing instruction is less crucial. Thus, 
the lack of equal time and effort devoted to writing instruction by the teachers in 
this study might be related to their students’ lack of ability in conveying their 
conceptions about writing or in developing appropriate writing conceptions.  
Finally, in this study, most first-grade students across teachers’ literacy 
viewpoints appeared to conceptualize literacy learning as a function of school 
instruction.  The majority of the students’ conceptions concerning literacy 
learning and their definitions of reading and writing emphasized classroom 
activities, materials, and peers.  This finding is consistent with those of Moller 
(1999) and Michel (1994), who observed that, in many cases, children’s 
definitions of literacy are descriptions of their tasks in the school context. 
Moreover, it validates a central assumption of the present investigation; i.e., 
school experiences as influential forces in the construction of notions, ideas, and 
assumptions of what literacy is and what it means to be literate (Bloome, 1986; 
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Hammerberg, 2004; Landis, 1999; Michel, 1994; Moller, 1999; Nolen, 2001; 
Turner, 2000).   
Implications for Practice:  Literacy Teaching and Learning 
The current study suggests important implications for literacy teaching and 
learning, particularly within an educational climate extremely focused on literacy 
achievement and high-quality instruction (Young & Draper, 2006). According to 
Allington (2002), in order to improve literacy achievement, we must focus on 
developing effective teachers. This contention was, in fact, an underlying 
assumption of this study.   
The results of the current study have certainly highlighted the importance 
of studying teachers and their critical role in literacy learning. If, in effect, as 
indicated in this study and prior investigations (Rasinski & DeFord, 1988; Reutzel 
& Sabey, 1996; Wing, 1989), students’ ideas about the nature, purposes, and 
definitions of literacy are related to their teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices, 
teachers are not only teaching them how to read and write; they are also shaping 
their notions regarding what it means to read and write, why people need to read 
and write, and even under what circumstances. The lack of meaning-oriented 
and comprehensive conceptions of literacy, evident in students with traditional 
and eclectic teachers in this study, must be a major concern for educators and 
the literacy field; considering that current perspectives on literacy achievement 
require students to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and appreciate a diversity of 
texts (International Reading Association & National Council of Teachers of 
English, 1996). However, these standards may be difficult to achieve by students 
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who define and understand literacy as simple school-based skills or as 
meaningless pieces.   
Moreover, if, in fact, children’s ideas and definitions of reading and writing 
determine in some way their approach to literacy tasks (Borko & Eisenhart, 1986; 
Hutson & Gove, 1978; Knapp, 2002; Nolen, 2001; Rasinski & DeFord, 1985); 
students with simplistic and superficial ideas about reading and writing-such as 
“saying the words” “looking at the letters” or simply “to be quiet”-might not be able 
to focus on constructing meaning of spoken, written, and visual language, adopt 
a critical stance as readers and writers, or read for personal fulfillment in other 
contexts different from school. These ideas and understandings seem to affect 
the individual orientation toward literacy.  Dyson (2000) stresses the significance 
of children’s understandings and ideas about literacy, as she states “children not 
only build on what they know, they build with it” (p.354). Thus, if students’ 
conceptions about reading and writing constitute part of “what they know” about 
literacy, these conceptions will contribute to shape future literacy tasks and 
events. 
Teachers also need to examine and understand their students’ 
conceptions about reading and writing. A better comprehension of the way their 
students define, understand, and interpret literacy and their literacy tasks have 
implications for the way teachers plan, and approach literacy instruction. 
Students’ conceptions about reading and writing could inform teachers’ practice 
in order to support and encourage the development of appropriate and positive 
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literacy conceptions that are congruent with the ultimate outcome of literacy 
education: to contribute to the development of lifelong readers and writers. 
The fact that almost the majority of the students in this study referred to 
peers and family members as examples of readers and good readers might be a 
warning sign about the teacher’s ability to portray a good reader and 
demonstrate what readers and writers do. This fact might be associated to the 
lack of read aloud events that was evident in most of the observed classrooms.  
When teachers do not read aloud they fail in demonstrating what good readers 
do, the purposes of reading, and the process of constructing and reconstructing 
meaning from the text.  As Cambourne (1987) states, “the way teachers 
approach reading and writing demonstrate their attitude toward literacy: whether 
they like to read and write and whether they think reading and writing are hard or 
easy” (p.67).  Thus, teachers must reflect on their literacy practices, particularly 
on what kind of statements about literacy these practices are conveying to their 
students.    
An important implication of the current study is concerned with the 
significant role of teachers’ beliefs in literacy instruction. In this study, teachers’ 
literacy beliefs seemed to be related to their instructional practices, even though 
this relationship was not always consistent.  The results of this study indicating 
that most teachers reported traditional literacy beliefs and practices, requires 
serious thought, particularly considering that these teachers are supposed to 
subscribe to a constructivist theoretical framework that proposes a holistic 
approach to literacy and its instruction (Instituto Nacional para el Desarrollo 
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Curricular, 2003). Thus, this clearly poses a challenge for the Department of 
Education in Puerto Rico, and indicates a distinct mismatch between its 
theoretical approach to literacy and the actual classroom approach in practice.  
Additionally the large number of teachers in this study who reported 
eclectic beliefs and practices might indicate the existence of conflicting beliefs 
and practices in many teachers.  This could be the result of the teacher’s lack of 
a strong theoretical base or knowledge regarding how to implement constructivist 
principles in practice (Lenski et al., 1998) or the product of the primacy of beliefs 
over knowledge (Foote et al., 2004). Therefore, teachers’ literacy beliefs need to 
be acknowledged and considered in any attempt to improve literacy instruction.   
The significance of literacy beliefs implies the need for inservice and 
preservice teachers to examine and reflect on their own dispositions and 
assumptions about teaching and learning to read and write, what literacy is, and 
what constitutes its ultimate goal. Teachers need to understand the powerful role 
of beliefs in shaping their educational practices (Murphy, Delli, & Edwards, 2004) 
and their students’ views and perspectives about literacy. Teacher educators 
need to recognize that future teachers enter to their preparation programs with 
particular and well established beliefs about literacy instruction (Murphy, et al., 
2004; Raths, 2001; Yero, 2002).  Teacher education programs need to address 
preservice teachers’ beliefs providing time and space for their ongoing 
examination and reflection, in order to be able to provoke genuine changes of 
shifts in teachers’ thinking.   
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Even though the LOS, used in the present study, was designed to 
measure inservice teachers’ literacy beliefs and classroom practices, the 
subscale of the instrument focused on literacy beliefs might be used by 
preservice teachers as a quantitative measure to assess and compare over time 
their beliefs about literacy teaching and learning.  Similarly, other instruments 
such as the Literacy Acquisition Perception Profile (LAPP) (McMahon, 
Richmond, & Reeves-Kazelskis, 1998) and the Philosophical Orientation to 
Literacy Learning (POLL) (Linek, Nelson, & Sampson, 1999) might be used to 
explore preservice teachers’ literacy beliefs. Other methods to examine 
preservice teachers’ literacy beliefs include the use of autobiographies (Norman 
& Spencer, 2005) and students’ stories about literacy education in order to 
promote their reflection about themselves as readers and writers and their 
interpretation of teaching and learning in light of those beliefs.   
Implications for Further Research 
As discussed in the first chapter, even though the topic of teachers’ 
literacy beliefs and students’ conceptions about reading and writing has been 
previously studied, research efforts have been limited. In fact, the current study 
was an attempt to extend previous investigations through the inclusion of 
statistical analysis and by adding a different social and cultural research context. 
The results of the current study have provided additional evidence to validate the 
findings of previous qualitative studies. However, there is still a need for 
additional studies addressing the relationship between teachers’ literacy beliefs 
and students’ conceptions about reading and writing, in particular, studies 
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employing complementary research methods in order to provide richer and 
broader descriptions of teachers’ beliefs and students’ conceptions about reading 
and writing.   
Even though the current study used a non-experimental design, which 
implies that many important variables cannot be controlled, future research on 
students’ conceptions about reading and writing may choose to consider 
intervening variables such as socioeconomic status, gender, and home 
experiences. Additionally, future studies should take into consideration the need 
for larger sample sizes, given that most of the research on this topic has relied on 
small numbers of participants. Certainly, an increase in the number of 
participants (teachers and students) will contribute to the generalizability of 
previous findings. 
Finally, further study of teachers’ literacy beliefs should focus on what 
factors and influences, in addition to teacher age, educational level, and 
experience, contribute to particular literacy beliefs. In future studies, researchers 
might take into consideration the nature of teachers’ instruction and their own 
experiences as students, which may offer insight into the role of these 
experiences in teachers’ beliefs and practices. Moreover, since research findings 
regarding the relationship between teachers’ literacy beliefs and their practices 
are inconsistent, there is also a need to continuing studying this domain. 
Limitations and Reflections 
During the course of this investigation it was evident for the researcher an 
absence of a “research culture” for most teachers and the school context where 
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this study was conducted.  Even though the response rate for the first part of this 
study was adequate (75%), it was the result of many efforts and contacts with 
these teachers and school directors.  The level of difficulty concerning teachers’ 
participation increased during the second part of the study due to the need to 
conduct observations and interviews, which seemed to be intimidating for several 
teachers and directors.  Moreover, the IRB’s requirements concerning the form 
and content of the consent forms for teachers and students’ parents, in this 
study, appeared to have an intimidating effect for some participants.  In fact, for 
some parents the parental permission form resulted difficult to understand and 
the statements regarding the risks of being part of the study was a cause of 
concern.  Certainly, these factors need to be considered and addressed in future 
investigations. 
As noted in the first chapter, the present study relied on categorizations 
delineated by previous research.  Teachers’ literacy beliefs and students’ 
conceptions about reading and writing were categorized according to particular 
categories and definitions.  Certainly, this represents a limitation for the current 
study and a challenge for next investigations addressing the nature of teachers’ 
literacy beliefs and students’ conceptions of reading and writing.   
Conclusion 
The current study had two main purposes. First, it examined and 
described first-grade teachers’ literacy beliefs in Puerto Rico. The second 
purpose was to investigate the relationship between teachers’ literacy beliefs and 
their students’ conceptions about reading and writing. The results of this study 
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indicated that most teachers possess literacy beliefs compatible with a traditional 
orientation, even though the theoretical framework of the Department of 
Education in Puerto Rico subscribes to a constructivist perspective. A large 
number of teachers’ beliefs in this study were compatible with an eclectic literacy 
viewpoint, whereas a small number of teachers indicated beliefs compatible with 
a constructivist viewpoint. For most of these teachers, their literacy beliefs 
appeared to be congruent with their practices.   
Certainly, the nature of these findings poses many challenges for literacy 
instruction, the educational system, and teacher preparation programs since, 
even though the current professional discourse embraces comprehensive and 
constructivist approaches to literacy, most teachers are at the other extreme of 
the continuum. However, the study of teachers’ literacy beliefs also represents a 
first step in understanding these teachers’ premises or propositions about literacy 
instruction and how they are related to their practice, certainly a necessary 
condition in order to make changes or reforms.   
With regard to the relationship between teachers’ literacy beliefs and 
students’ conceptions about reading and writing, the results of this study 
confirmed and extended the findings of previous research indicating that 
students’ ideas and perspectives on the nature and purposes of reading and 
writing appear to be compatible with their teachers’ literacy beliefs and practices. 
Students with constructivist teachers demonstrated more holistic and meaning-
oriented conceptions about reading and writing, whereas students with traditional 
and eclectic teachers focused on skills and isolated units of language.   
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The results of the current study validate the conception of literacy as a 
social construction. Teachers and students, in this study, demonstrated how 
alternative definitions of literacy are constructed through their daily interactions, 
conversations, and literacy tasks. Some definitions may support a 
comprehensive perspective of literacy, whereas other definitions may promote 
simplistic and limited views of reading and writing.  Thus, it is the belief of this 
researcher that, in effect, literacy teaching and learning are never neutral.   
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